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OLD 

TESTAMENT 
FOUNDATIONS 
FOR MARRIAGE 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Genesis 1:27-28; 2:18-25; 27:7-23; 34:7; 

2 Samuel 6:20-23; Proverbs 31:10-31; 

Malachi 2:10-17; Matthew 19:3-12; 

1 Corinthians 6:15-20; 11:9; 

1 Thessalonians 4:3 

MEMORY VERSE: Genesis 2:24 

LESSON SUMMARY: God established the foun¬ 
dation for marriage in His creative work, and we will find 
the purpose of God in marriage by understanding the 
foundation. 


W hen the Pharisees asked the Lord Jesus Christ 
a question about the permanence and sanc¬ 
tity of marriage (Matthew 19:3-12), He 
responded by referring to God’s basic teachings 
found in Genesis. He could have cited examples of 
contemporary ideas on marriage that were ex¬ 
pounded by the thinkers of His day. It would also 
have been natural for Him to repeat the teachings 
of some great rabbis and thus enter into an inter¬ 
pretive argument (which seems to have been the 
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intent of the question). Or, He could have baffled 
those who questioned Him by explaining some of 
the amazing variations in marriage traditions found 
in different cultures and time periods. However, His 
decisive reference to Genesis gives us the perspec¬ 
tive and foundation we need to examine the biblical 
basis for marriage and family. 

Marriage in Light of Creation 

The first passage our Lord quoted in response to 
the question about marriage was Genesis 1:27. No 
doubt some of His listeners were surprised at this 
response, for many of them would not have seen a 
necessary relationship between this passage and the 
subject. However, in light of our Lord’s use of this 
passage, and through the assistance of other Scrip¬ 
tures, it is clear that Genesis 1:27 is key to our 
understanding the biblical perspective on marriage. 
Let’s note the significant features of this verse that 
relate to marriage. 

First, look at the nature of God’s creative work. 
If man is nothing more than the most advanced 
animal in a long, evolutionary process, and man’s 
institutions are simply a part of this process, then 
marriage might be viewed as an imperfect, develop¬ 
ing institution. If, however, man is a special being 
created in the image and likeness of the Creator, then 
the picture is entirely different. Issues such as mor¬ 
ality, accountability to God, and responsibility to 
God’s ordinances become crucial. 

The Genesis record, however, makes it clear that 
marriage was a part of God’s creative act. It was not 
man’s idea that one man should be joined to one 
woman in order to live together for the glory of God. 
It was God’s idea. Thus, as a creation ordinance, 
marriage in God’s pattern becomes the responsibility 
of all mankind. 

Second, it is significant that God created one 
male and one female. The fact that God did not 
create one man and three women (or two men or 
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two women, or any other combination), but created 
one man and one woman, gives us a clear message 
about His purpose in marriage. The distinction of 
the sexes is basic to biblical marriage. Any force or 
ideology that seeks to destroy the distinction of the 
sexes is also seeking to destroy biblical marriage. 

Third, in light of the prevailing confusion today 
about the distinction of the sexes, we should note 
that the creation of maleness and femaleness is God’s 
direct purpose. Genesis 1:27 gives us the basis to say 
that if you are female, it is because God intends you 
to be so; if you are male, it is because God intends 
you to be so. 

Confusion and resentment about one’s sexuality 
does not originate in God’s Word. Scripture’s clear 
and consistent teaching is that God Himself or¬ 
dained and created the distinction of the sexes. He 
has clearly indicated that men and women are of 
equal value and worth. He has also ordained distinct 
role functions for men and women in marriage and 
family life. 

Before continuing our study, please note Genesis 
1:28. In a world filled with marital unhappiness and 
tragedy, it is good to refer back to this significant 
verse often. Remember that God’s first expressed at¬ 
titude toward His creation and joining together of 
man and woman was one of blessing: “And God 
blessed them”. Throughout the rest of Scripture, there 
is no indication that God has changed His initial 
attitude of blessing on marriage. 

This blessing, however, requires that we fulfill 
God’s purposes and follow His patterns. In this, as 
in other areas, God’s attitudes are fixed. He has pro¬ 
vided a path of blessing, but we can choose to walk 
outside of that path and thus miss His blessing. One 
purpose of this study is to encourage our understand¬ 
ing and commitment to obeying the Scriptures in 
marriage and family relationships, and thus reap 
God’s blessing. 
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God Provides a Companion for Adam 

The second passage of Scripture that Jesus quoted 
in His response to the Pharisee's question concern¬ 
ing the sanctity and permanence of marriage is 
Genesis 2:18-25. It isn’t possible to exhaust the signifi¬ 
cant features of this passage in our brief study, but 
we will note several important matters. I encourage 
serious students to probe more deeply into this 
passage. 

God’s initiative is evident throughout these 
verses. Notice, for example, the strong verbs used 
to describe God’s actions: caused, took, fashioned 
(literally, built), brought. We clearly see God’s 
awareness that the man was lonely. There is no 
evidence that Adam had that awareness—at least 
there is no record that he complained. Yet God saw 
Adam’s need and met that need according to His 
own plan and wisdom. 

Notice that Adam’s need for companionship 
could not be met in the animal world. Adam had 
dominion over all the animals (verses 19, 20), even 
giving names to each one. But by virtue of his unique 
creation, man is immeasurably above the mere 
animals. Adam not only had the capability of com¬ 
munion with God, but the intellect and vocabulary 
to name all the animals. He was a unique, creative 
w'ork—certainly not an “emerging, ape-like being” as 
some would have us believe. 

It is also significant to note that Adam at this 
point had unbroken fellowship w'ith God. Yet he still 
had a social need that was not even fulfilled in his 
relationship with the Creator. The fact that God 
created man with a need for a social companion has 
many significant implications. 

When God moved to meet man’s need for com¬ 
panionship, He did not make another being from 
the dust of the ground. Adam and the animals had 
been formed out of the ground, but at this point 
the Creator did something absolutely unique. He 
took living tissue from Adam’s side and built a 
companion—a woman. 
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Eve’s creation was the unique capstone of God’s 
creative work. Had God turned again to the dust 
of the ground to form her, Eve may have been as 
different from Adam as any species of animal is dif¬ 
ferent from another. But Scripture’s commentary 
that God has made of one blood all nations (Acts 
17:26) is implicitly true. Whether male or female, all 
humans share the same creative origin. We are 
equally created in God’s image and likeness. 

Genesis 2:23 indicates that Adam immediately 
recognized the uniqueness of the new being God had 
created. At last Adam had a fitting helper—a 
counterpart to him with his own nature! The play 
on words in the statement, “she shall be called 
Woman, because she was taken out of Man,’’ in¬ 
dicates Adam’s insight into what God had 
accomplished. 

God ordains Marriage 

The statement in Genesis 2:24 is of greater 
significance than most of us realize. Perhaps no other 
statement in Scripture is quoted or alluded to more 
frequently in Scripture than this. (You may want to 
search the Scriptures for allusions to, references to, 
and quotations of this statement.) The statement 
is so significant that it deserves careful attention. 
Several explanations of its significance will be given 
here. 

Let’s first consider the Hebrew words translated 
as leave and cleave. Since the Scriptures teach a con¬ 
tinuing responsibility to honor, respect, and in later 
life care for one’s parents, leaving does not indicate 
a total break of relationship. Rather, it indicates the 
responsibility of the married person to establish a 
new and separate unit of society. 

So leaving is one of the basic teachings of Scrip¬ 
ture that leads to the biblical concept of the nuclear 
family. That is, when a man and woman are joined 
together before God, they form a new, distinct unit 
of society and are responsible to God to fulfill His 
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purposes in their life together. (This teaching is basic 
to the later teaching that undue financial and emo¬ 
tional dependence on parents can be destructive to 
a marriage relationship.) 

The word cleave simply means to hold onto and 
not let go. So cleave describes the permanence and 
sanctity of marriage. A true biblical commitment 
in marriage means making a commitment to one 
marriage partner for life. 

In considering the last clause of this verse, “and 
they shall become one flesh,” let’s look again at our 
Lord’s reference to it in Matthew 19:6. Jesus pointed 
out that the entire passage relates to two people. 
However, marriage creates a relationship of oneness 
that is much deeper than simply being together. Any 
two people can be together, but only a man and a 
woman brought together in the intimacy of biblical 
marriage can become truly one. This will be dis¬ 
cussed at greater length in Chapter 5. 

The word for one in this passage means a com¬ 
pound oneness—one made up of more than one— 
not absolute oneness. (It is notable that the same 
word for compound oneness is used in Deuteronomy 
6:4!) If absolute oneness were in view here, one mar¬ 
riage partner would lose his or her individuality in 
the relationship. However, compound oneness in¬ 
dicates that we do not lose our individuality or 
personal identity in marriage. 

We know from a key New Testament passage (1 
Corinthians 6:15-20) that the intimacy of the sex¬ 
ual relationship in marriage is inherent in the ex¬ 
pression “one flesh.” Sexual functioning in marriage 
did not begin with the fall; it was part of the 
Creator’s original intent for His creatures. And 
within the marriage relationship, sexual function¬ 
ing is honorable (Hebrews 13:4). 

Two Distinct Perspectives in Marriage 

Before leaving this brief consideration of Genesis 
2, we need to note two distinct perspectives on the 
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marriage relationship. As we see the living God lay¬ 
ing the foundation for marriage, creating both a man 
and a woman and joining them together, we see two 
different perspectives. 

From the man’s perspective, marriage is a mat¬ 
ter of meeting a need. God saw Adam’s need, created 
Eve, and brought her to him in order to meet that 
need. 

Although most societies teach a young man to 
look for a wife in terms of want, the Bible emphasizes 
the man’s need for a wife. For a man to say, “I want 
a wife,” expresses what may be a very shallow' and 
passing attraction. But for a man to say, “I need a 
wife and she is God’s provision for my need,” ex¬ 
presses a far more stable basis for a relationship. 

From the woman’s perspective, Eve’s created pur¬ 
pose was to be supportive and meet Adam’s need. 
Thus the woman’s primary perspective in biblical 
marriage is to be supportive and meeting her hus¬ 
band’s needs. 

The Apostle Paul refers to these two, distinct 
perspectives in 1 Corinthians 11:9, where he says the 
woman was made for the man, not the man for the 
woman. Both the man’s and woman’s perspectives 
are important in biblical marriage. If either of these 
unique perspectives is lacking, the marriage ceases 
in part to be truly biblical. 

Trust in Marriage 

As we examine the Old Testament for basic 
teachings concerning marriage and family life, we 
see that trust is vital in the relationship. Scripture 
provides many pictures of marriage relationships that 
illustrate the importance of trust. It is not possible 
to look at each of these pictures in this brief study, 
but the reader may profitably take time to consider 
a number of them. Read Proverbs 31:10-31 (par¬ 
ticularly verse 11); 2 Samuel 6:20-23; Genesis 27:7-23. 
Note the tragedies that highlight the need for con¬ 
stant openness and healthy communication in order 
to maintain trust in a marriage relationship. 
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Marriage Is a Covenant 

Malachi 2:10-17, especially verse 14, calls our 
attention to the fact that biblical marriage is so 
sacred and binding that in God’s eyes it is a cove¬ 
nant relationship. 

The word covenant is usually reserved for a for¬ 
mal and binding agreement between individuals. 
Although Scripture does not describe the specific 
content of a marriage license, the concept of a license 
and the formality of establishing a covenant rela¬ 
tionship are truly biblical. In both the Old and New 
Testaments, those who understood God’s purposes 
entered into marriage with a public service or 
ceremony in which relatives and friends celebrated 
the establishment of the marriage relationship. Get¬ 
ting married in a secretive way does not convey the 
proper nature of biblical marriage. 

Another dimension of the covenant aspect of 
marriage has to do with sexual intimacy. In both 
the Old and New Testaments, involvement in sex¬ 
ual relationships outside of marriage is considered 
sin or fornication (Genesis 34:7; 1 Thessalonians 4:3). 
Sexual involvement itself does not constitute 
marriage. While it is true that sexual intercourse 
normally consummates marriage (Genesis 2:24; 1 
Corinthians 6:15-20), Scripture teaches that sexual 
relationships outside of marriage are illicit and sinful. 

Our human desire to minimize the binding 
nature of marriage has caused some people to 
become critical of the legality or formality of the 
marriage relationship. Scripture, however, indicates 
that the covenant aspect of marriage is a significant 
part of God’s purpose for the marriage relationship. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER ONE 


1. Why do you think Jesus referred to Genesis when the 
Pharisees asked Him about the permanence of marriage in 
Matthew 19:3-12? 


Is it unusual for people today to refer to Genesis? Why or 
why not? 


2. In today’s society, why is it important to remember that God 
ordained and created sexual distinctions? Explain your 
answer. 


3. Why, as we are told in Genesis 2:24, is a man to leave his 
mother and father after he gets married? 


4. Why is trust vital in a marriage relationship? 
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List ways you can increase it 


If you are married, consider the ways in which you could 
trust your spouse more. 


5. Why do you think the Bible condemns sexual relationships 
outside of marriage? 


What are the results on others of sexual sin? 


On one’s own body and mind? 
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2 

NEW 

TESTAMENT 
TEACHING ON 
MARRIAGE AND 
FAMILY LIFE 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Proverbs 18:22; 19:14; 30:18-19; 

Matthew 19:5,8; 

Romans 7:1-3; 

1 Corinthians 7:39; 13:1-7; 

2 Corinthians 6:14-18; 

Ephesians 3:14,15 

MEMORY VERSE: Ephesians 3:14,15 

LESSON SUMMARY: The New Testament gives 
explicit teaching relating to marriage and family life based 
on the Old Testament foundation. 


T he Old and New Testament teachings regard¬ 
ing marriage and family life are consistent and 
harmonious. The basic principles for marriage 
and family life as God intended are given in the Old 
Testament and were established in the acts of crea¬ 
tion. The New Testament adds a great many dimen¬ 
sions of teaching that further define the Old Testa¬ 
ment truths. The New' Testament teachings are not 


11 





different from the Old Testament teachings; God has 
never and will never change His purpose or instruc¬ 
tion concerning marriage. But the New Testament 
gives a vital commentary on Old Testament truths. 
This is true of scriptural teaching on marriage and 
family life as well as other subjects. 

Families Are God's Idea! 

Let’s now consider a seemingly incidental state¬ 
ment in Ephesians 3:14,15. This statement is really 
an introduction to a marvelous prayer that the 
Apostle Paul prayed for believers in the first century 
and also recorded for our instruction. His prayer 
reveals God’s great purpose for all believers. 

We will focus, however, on the introductory state¬ 
ment about family given in verse 15. 

Note that the title “Father” is given to the living 
God. It is no accident that God takes this title as 
He speaks to those who are rightly related to Him 
through salvation in Jesus Christ. Not only does 
God take the title “Father,” but the New Testament 
writers often use family language to describe the rela¬ 
tionship of saved persons to the living God. Believers 
are spoken of as children and sons and daughters 
of the living God. The terms “brother” or “sister” 
in Christ are used to describe the relationship be¬ 
tween believers. 

In this passage, we learn that the Father in heaven 
is the One from whom the name or word family is 
derived. We have seen that God’s purpose and plan 
is to unite one man and one woman together in the 
sacred, lifelong relationship of marriage. Now we 
learn that the idea of family comes from God as well. 
The fact that children and parents together make 
up a social unit that is bound together by family 
ties expresses God’s purpose. The idea and plan are 
His. We would do well to search His Word and learn 
all we can from Him about His idea of family. 

Ephesians 3:15 also cells us that God’s idea of mar¬ 
riage and family applies to every family on earth. 
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As we saw in Genesis 1 and 2, God laid the foun¬ 
dation for marriage and family life in creation. Our 
concept of marriage and family life is not simply a 
matter of church ordinance, for God expressed and 
ordained His plan for marriage long before the 
church began. Thus the idea of marriage and fami¬ 
ly life described in Scripture is God’s purpose for 
all mankind. Even unbelievers will be happier and 
live more stable lives if their marriage and family 
life approximates that which is set forth in Scripture. 

The passage we are considering indicates that 
families not only exist on earth, but also in heaven. 
This heavenly family is God’s family and human be¬ 
ings become children of the living God through faith 
in Jesus Christ (Galatians 3:26). Many important 
dimensions of God’s purposes and work are related 
to family issues. This is true in terms of God’s 
heavenly family as well as families on earth. 

Marriage Is a Choice 

As we explore basic matters that relate to mar¬ 
riage and family life in Scripture, it is important to 
focus on the statement in 1 Corinthians 7:39 that 
a woman may marry “whom she wishes” (desires). 
This and similar statements remind us that a rela¬ 
tionship doesn’t just “happen” in biblical marriage. 
God’s purpose is for people to enter the marriage 
relationship intentionally and by choice. 

In spite of the fact that both Old and New Testa¬ 
ment cultural practices included significant family 
participation in arranging marriages, Scripture still 
emphasizes the individual’s choice about whom to 
marry. This is seen in the case of finding a bride for 
Isaac (Genesis 24), as well as in 1 Corinthians 7. One 
could easily expect that a woman in a first-century 
cultural setting would not have a choice about 
marriage. However, the Bible does not approve of 
marriage relationships into which people enter 
because of obligation. Rather, Scripture presents 
marriage as a relationship both men and women 
enter by choice. 
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In keeping with this principle, readers who may 
not be married should not let any person or life 
situation force them into an unwanted marriage! 
Marriage is far too sacred for that. It is to be life’s 
most permanent and significant human relationship. 
Thus it deserves our most careful and prayerful deci¬ 
sion making. 

However, 1 Corinthians 7:39 also indicates that 
God has set limitations on one’s choice of a mar¬ 
riage partner. Since a believer is the subject here, 
Scripture makes it clear that she (or he) may choose 
“only in the Lord.” This is one of many passages that 
teaches that believers must not marry unbelievers. 
In a mixed relationship between a believer and an 
unbeliever, the couple may experience togetherness, 
but never true oneness. This lack of oneness exists 
because the basis for spiritual unity is missing. 

Paul’s argument in 2 Corinthians 6:14-18 should 
be considered here. Individuals experience true 
oneness in Christian marriage only when there is 
a spiritual bond through a mutual faith in Jesus 
Christ. So, the believer’s sphere of marital choice 
is clearly restricted to those who are believers. 

Scripture’s emphasis that marriage is a matter of 
choice in no way minimizes God’s vital work in 
building a biblical marriage. Passages such as Pro¬ 
verbs 18:22 and 19:14 indicate that the Lord Himself 
enters into this process when believers seek Him. 
This sacred perspective stands in sharp contrast to 
the prevailing thinking that people just “fall in love 
and get married.” 

In contrast to the world’s perspective, which often 
is totally irresponsible, the Bible describes the mar¬ 
riage relationship as one that involves great responsi¬ 
bility—both in the choice and the commitment to 
the relationship. It has been said that if people would 
not marry for such trivial reasons, they would not 
end their marriages for such trivial reasons. God’s 
sacred purpose in marriage demands much more 
than a foundation based on trivial reasons! 
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Monogamy Is God’s Plan 

New Testament teaching also clarifies the Old 
Testament teaching that one man should be mar¬ 
ried to one woman. This is conveyed by our Lord’s 
addition of the word tu'O in His quote of Old Testa¬ 
ment Scripture (Matthew 19:5). The Apostle Paul 
conveys the same truth in Romans 7:1-3. Although 
these are not the only passages that say one should 
have only one marriage partner, the reader should 
carefully consider them. 

Some people raise the question about instances 
of polygamy recorded in the Old Testament, which 
even occurred among some outstanding men of God. 
Perhaps the best New Testament commentary on this 
subject is found in the words of Jesus, who said that 
variations to God’s purpose in marriage were allowed 
or permitted because of the hardness of their hearts 
(Matthew 19:8). However, He makes it very clear that 
those variations were not necessarily what God in¬ 
tended. The Romans 7 passage clearly indicates that, 
in God’s purpose, only the death of a partner releases 
a person for marriage to another. 

Love in the Marriage Relationship 

It is not surprising that the New Testament 
strongly emphasizes the significance of love in a pro¬ 
per marriage relationship (Ephesians 5:25-33; Colo- 
ssians 3:19; and Titus 2:3,4). Clearly, the strongest 
statements about love in the marriage relationship 
are addressed to the husband. In fact, the standard 
for the husband to love his wife “just as Christ also 
loved the Church” is awesome. The Bible also speaks 
of a wife’s responsibility to love her husband. (Titus 
2:4) So a marriage relationship without love is not 
truly biblical. 

However, it is essential to consider the meaning 
of love in the Scriptures. Our understanding or con¬ 
cept of love may vary from one situation to another, 
depending on how our culture defines or describes 
it. But biblical love is clearly described in 1 Corin- 


15 


thians 13:1-7 and other passages. Individuals con¬ 
templating marriage (as well as those who are mar¬ 
ried) should carefully evaluate and consider this 
passage. 

Note the Scripture does not say that the husband 
should be in love with his wife. The idea of “being 
in love with” is far different from obeying God’s com¬ 
mand to love. Our society has created an idea that 
being in love just happens. Therefore, a person can’t 
help it when it happens, nor can a person help it 
when love ceases to be. 

The idea of being in love is foreign to New Testa¬ 
ment teaching. In the New Testament we are com¬ 
manded to love. We also learn that love is willful 
and self-giving—not merely turned-on emotion. 

To love, in the biblical sense, is to give of one’s 
self for the good of the other. Love is self-giving 
action, not just feeling. If we obey Scripture and give 
of ourselves for the good of the other, the feeling 
part of love will follow. It is vital to remember that 
God does not merely command an emotion, but 
commands a willful commitment to serve the other 
person’s best interests and welfare. 

Marriage is to Be Characterized 
by Permanence 

Let’s look again to 1 Corinthians 7:39 and 
Romans 7:1-3, which elaborate on the “cleaving” com¬ 
mand of Genesis 2:24. 

In God’s purpose, marriage is a permanent rela¬ 
tionship that continues as long as both partners live. 
In light of prevailing thinking and the weight of 
human experience at this time in history, the idea 
of permanence in marriage almost seems like an im¬ 
possibility. But we must remember that what hap¬ 
pens in human experience does not necessarily reflect 
God’s intent and purpose. 

Scripture’s clear teaching and God’s strong words, 
“I hate divorce” (Malachi 2:16), seem to be lost in 
a profusion of attempts to find loopholes and 
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exceptions to God’s purpose in marriage as described 
in Scripture. Surely those who have been hurt and 
crushed by the tragedy of a broken marriage need 
every encouragement to claim God’s help and live 
full, useful lives for His glory. But any fair discus¬ 
sion of Scripture’s teaching must recognize that God 
intends marriage to be a lifelong relationship. 

This permanent perspective on marriage is sober¬ 
ing. It even caused the Lord’s disciples to openly 
wonder if it were better not to marry (Matthew 
19:10). We honor God’s truth when we respect the 
permanent dimension of God’s intent for marriage. 

The Unique Commitment of the Marriage 
Relationship 

Commitment summarizes the biblical concepts 
of trust, covenant, choice, monogamy, love, and per¬ 
manence in marriage. Commitment is the founda¬ 
tion for the Christian experience in marriage. 

Believers are commanded to love one another. 
The same word used in that command is used in 
the command for husbands to love their wives. Love, 
even agape love, is not limited to marriage. However, 
the full nature of the marriage commitment is truly 
unique. The ingredients that characterize God’s plan 
for marriage result in a man and a woman making 
commitments to each other that are absolutely 
unique: commitments that they will make to no 
other. 

The beauty and intimacy of such a committed, 
loving relationship is not adequately expounded in 
secular literature, nor is it accurately portrayed in 
films or on television. The Scriptures compare this 
relationship to the love of Christ for His Church 
(Ephesians 5). This is a high and holy description 
that no mere human plan or relationship can match. 

Despite all the negatives we see today regarding 
marriage and family problems, we must remind 
ourselves that God is for marriage. His blessing on 
those who enter marriage within His pattern still 
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exists. He still says that finding a wife is finding a 
“good thing.” And He still considers honorable court¬ 
ship to be a wonderful thing (Proverbs 30:18,19). 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER TWO 


1. Why do you think the Bible emphasizes the choice people 
have about whom to marry? 


2. Why do you think the Bible forbids a Christian from marry¬ 
ing a non-Christian? 


What problems will arise in such a relationship? Be specific. 


3. What societal influences today are against monogamy, 
either subtly or blatantly? 


4. In biblical marriage, the husband is to love his wife as Christ 
loved the Church, and the wife is also to love her husband. 
Discuss practical ways in which a person can show love to 
his or her marriage partner. 


5. Why do you think there is so much pressure today against 
marriage being a permanent relationship? 
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3 

THE HUSBANDS 
ROLE IN THE 
HOME _ 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Genesis 2; 3:1-6, 17-19; Genesis 18:19; 

1 Corinthians 11:3; 12:12-25; 

Ephesians 5:22-6:4; 

Colossians 3:18-21; 

1 Timothy 3:4; 5:8; 

1 Peter 3:7,8 

MEMORY VERSES: Ephesians 5:25; 

1 Corinthians 11:3 

LESSON SUMMARY: The husband’s respon¬ 
sibilities in marriage and family life are intended by God 
to give direction, leadership, and spiritual strength to all 
in the family. 


T he Bible has much to say about the role respon¬ 
sibilities of each person in the home. The 
living God has not left us on our own to search 
for the proper way to fulfill our important home 
responsibilities. Scripture uses many different terms 
to describe our role responsibilities which we must 
consider in order to thoroughly understand the 
biblical teaching on this subject. In our brief study, 
we will mention a number of these terms. I encourage 
readers to complete this study through further ex¬ 
ploration of biblical passages and terms. 
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The Significance of Role Responsibilities 
in Scripture 

As we study family roles and responsibilities, it 
is important to note the language the Bible uses to 
describe these responsibilities. 

The Bible never uses the language of option or 
suggestion when referring to roles in marriage or 
family relationships. For example, the Bible never 
says, “Husbands, if you are the leader type you 
should be the head of your home. If you are not, 
then you and your wife should work this out some 
other way.” Instead, the Bible definitively says, “The 
husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is 
the head of the church” (Ephesians 5:23). 

Scripture consistently uses the language of 
absolutes or imperatives when speaking of role respon¬ 
sibilities. Therefore we are not dealing with mere sug¬ 
gestions; we are dealing with specific commands. We 
have no alternative but to obey or disobey. 

We must also recognize that in Western culture, 
roles in marriage and family relationships have 
become a matter of confusion, rejection, and even 
hostility. A part of this is, no doubt, due to the fact 
that traditional roles have at times misrepresented 
biblical teaching. Flagrantly wrong behavior has ex¬ 
isted under the guise of biblical truth. As a result, 
wrong conduct has caused a reaction against that 
which is truly biblical. 

In any event, we are not looking for a truly 
biblical culture to instruct us on how to live, for there 
is no present-day, biblical culture. Rather, we are 
looking for Scripture’s clear instruction so our lives 
may be true to biblical teaching in spite of the pat¬ 
terns of our society. May God give us grace to obey 
Him in all things. 

The Foundational Issue: 

Christ'Likeness in Headship 

Carefully read and consider Ephesians 5:22-6:4- 
Consider also a parallel passage in Colossians 3:18-21. 
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These are not only passages that speak of role respon¬ 
sibilities in marriage, but they are key passages that 
must be clearly understood. 

It seems risky to place role responsibility in a 
primary place of importance in our study of mar¬ 
riage and family relationships. However, because of 
the extensive and significant number of biblical 
passages that present the idea of the husband’s head¬ 
ship in the home, as well as the language used in 
these passages, it seems fitting to place this role func¬ 
tion in a prominent position. 

In going back to the creation account in Genesis 2, 
we note a number of factors that relate to the head¬ 
ship responsibility that God placed on the man: 

(1) The man God created was the object of His 
direct commands in the creation ordinances (Genesis 
2:16,24). Adam was first formed, then Eve. Scrip¬ 
ture makes it clear that Eve was made from the man, 
created for the man, brought to the man, and named 
by the man. 

(2) It is significant to note that even though both 
the Old Testament record and the New Testament 
commentary indicate that Eve sinned first, Scrip¬ 
ture places the blame for the fall squarely on Adam’s 
shoulders (see Romans 5:12; 1 Timothy 2:13,14). 

(3) When the living God came into the garden 
after the sin of Adam and Eve, He called for Adam 
and confronted him first. 

These and other observations from Genesis in¬ 
dicate that God was both establishing and reinforc¬ 
ing Adam’s headship responsibilities. 

In the New Testament, the concept of headship 
is precisely and repeatedly expressed. First Corinthians 
11:3 describes God’s order in fulfilling His purpose. 
This description not only includes the headship of 
the Father over Christ, but the headship of the man 
over the woman. Note that this passage also strong¬ 
ly emphasizes the headship of Christ over the man. 

The significance and description of headship is 
seen both in the words and descriptive language used 
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in the New Testament. The word head, when used 
in reference to headship, is the same word used to 
describe the physical head of the physical body. First 
Corinthians 12 describes in detail the function of 
the head over other members of the body. A careful 
study of this chapter leads us to the conclusion that 
headship involves the responsibility of giving direc¬ 
tion and control. 

Such descriptive language causes us to recognize 
that in God’s Word, headship does not refer to bully¬ 
ing or tyranny. In a normal human being, the head 
does not tyrannize or bully the other members. The 
head does not bite the hand in order to get it to 
do what it should do. Instead, the head exercises its 
control over the body through the marvelous com¬ 
munication process that God built into the body. 

Relating this idea of headship to the marriage 
relationship, the Apostle Paul carefully teaches that 
the husband also must avoid tyranny and bullying 
when relating to his wife (Ephesians 5). He explains 
that headship is fulfilled by tender care and true 
biblical love for the wife—even to the point that 
husbands “ought to love their own wives as their 
own bodies” (verse 28). The husband governs 
through a marvelous organic and spiritual relation¬ 
ship with his wife that results from fulfilling his 
responsibilities through love and exemplary Chris¬ 
tian living. 

Harsh behavior is clearly wrong for the Chris¬ 
tian husband (see Colossians 3:19). A sensitive and 
understanding relationship in which the wife is 
treated with honor and wisdom is necessary if the 
husband’s prayers are not to be “hindered” (1 Peter 
3:7). In fact, Peter summarizes his teaching on mar¬ 
riage by saying that the relationship between a hus¬ 
band and wife must be “harmonious, sympathetic, 
brotherly, kindhearted, and humble in spirit” (1 Peter 
3:8). 

We need to point out one final observation about 
headship, which is found in 1 Corinthians 11:3 as 
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well as other passages (Matthew 8:8-10). In the I Cor¬ 
inthians passage, Paul begins his statement about 
headship by saying, “But I want you to understand 
that Christ is the head of every man.” Thus, the only 
way a man is able to fulfill his responsibilities of head¬ 
ship without tyranny and harshness is through his 
commitment to live under Christ’s headship and 
authority. 

Stated another way, the degree to which a man 
will fulfill the delicate and significant responsibilities 
of headship is the degree to which he consciously 
and genuinely submits to Christ’s headship in his 
own life. One cannot help but think that the hus¬ 
band’s headship under Christ is the most crucial 
matter to be considered here. It also appears to be 
the weakest link in the headship chain of 1 Corin¬ 
thians 11:3. 

Love Is a Distinct Responsibility 

Since the key passages of Ephesians 5 and Colo- 
ssians 3 stress the husband’s responsibility to love 
his wife, it seems that love is a distinct role respon¬ 
sibility. Of course, Scripture is not silent about the 
wife’s need to love her husband (Titus 2:4). However, 
the strong, unique language in which statements re¬ 
quiring husbands to love their wives are presented 
deserves special attention. 

The New Testament Greek word used in the com¬ 
mands for the husband to love his wife is agape. This 
is the same word used to describe God’s love for the 
world (John 3:16). It is also used in Christ’s com¬ 
mands to His disciples to love one another (John 
15:12). 

Agape love is not merely a “turned on” emotion, 
but involves the will and determination to give of 
oneself for the good of the other. This quality of 
love originates from God (1 John 4:7). It can be ex¬ 
pressed by human beings only as a result of our 
response to God’s many expressions of love toward 
us (1 John 4:19). 
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The most awesome aspect of the biblical com¬ 
mand for husbands to love their wives is the stan¬ 
dard by which that love is measured. In Ephesians 
5:25, husbands are commanded to love their wives 
“just as Christ also loved the church and gave 
Himself up for her.” 

Any honest man will be overwhelmed by this 
high and holy standard. Who can estimate Christ’s 
great love for His Church? Who can understand the 
kind of love that would lead Christ to give Himself 
up in sacrificial death for His Church? The fact that 
Christ’s love is the standard by which the husband’s 
love for his wife is to be measured tells us how im¬ 
portant this dimension of the rparriage relationship 
is to God. 

One can safely say that if a biblical view of love 
is maintained, a husband cannot love his wife too 
much. On the other hand, it is inevitable that a hus¬ 
band will admit before God that he falls short of 
what is expected. A husband who desires to fulfill 
God’s Word will prayerfully commit himself to draw 
upon all the resources God makes available in order 
to love his wife. 

At this point, it seems appropriate to specifical¬ 
ly define the term role. Having considered the role 
responsibility of the husband in headship and love, 
we can define role as the behavior expected from a 
person who occupies a given position. Because of 
his God-given position, a husband is expected to 
fulfill the responsibilities of headship and Christ-like 
love in his marriage relationship. 

A Husband’s Consideration for His Wife 

A husband has other biblical role responsibilities 
in addition to headship and love. Consider, for in¬ 
stance, the command in 1 Peter 3:7 that husbands 
should live with their wives in an understanding or 
wise way. Husbands are not wise when they succumb 
to the casual and common way of joking about how 
difficult it is to “understand females.” Any 
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human being—male or female—is complex in per¬ 
sonality and behavior. So no one is really easy to 
understand. The Bible does not say it will be easy 
to understand a marriage partner, but specifically 
commands a husband to have an extensive, prac¬ 
tical knowledge of his wife and her ways—and to 
live with her in light of that knowledge. 

One glorious dimension of a biblical marriage 
relationship is the challenge of getting to know that 
most important individual in one’s life in a complete 
and realistic way. Lack of thoughtfulness and con¬ 
sideration toward the wife, or inappropriate and 
hurtful comments, are flagrant violations of the role 
responsibility. The sins of the tongue, which the 
Bible so carefully warns us about (James 3:2-12), are 
perhaps nowhere more devastating than in the in¬ 
timacy of the marriage relationship. Unquestionably, 
a husband who hits his wife totally abuses his role 
responsibilities. 

Presiding Over the Home 

In 1 Timothy 3:4 we find the term manage, or 
preside, which expresses another dimension of the 
husband’s role. 

In a biblical marriage and family, the husband 
is to manage his home. (In the next chapter, we will 
consider the wife’s parallel to this command.) As we 
will see, the husband’s management of the home is 
a participative management. It is not autocratic. One 
who presides over, or manages, a group or function 
does not necessarily make all the decisions. 

The idea of presiding over a home is necessary 
in understanding the delicate issue of headship. It 
also helps husbands avoid the extremes of behavior 
that are sometimes wrongly perceived as fulfilling 
the headship role. 

Other Expressions of Role Responsibility 

The student should continue to examine other 
biblical expressions that describe various aspects of 
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the husband’s role responsibilities in his home. These 
should include such matters as being the key pro¬ 
vider or breadwinner (Genesis 2:15; 3:17-19; 1 
Timothy 5:8), granting or showing honor to the wife 
(1 Peter 3:7), as well as other responsibilities related 
to parenting. 

We will conclude this brief study of the husband’s 
responsibilities in marriage and family relationships 
by calling attention to Abraham’s life. (Ideally, the 
student should consider Abraham’s entire life as a 
husband and family man, beginning in Genesis 12 
and extending through Genesis 25.) 

Note what the Lord said about Abraham in 
Genesis 18:19. Here we see a man who was of such 
stature before God and his family that he would in¬ 
fluence many generations to come. Many fathers 
would be delighted if they could be instrumental in 
influencing their children for God and for good. 
Even though Abraham’s life was not without fault 
(and Scripture is very plain on this matter), we 
should study it as a positive example of a man who 
exercised headship in his home in a way that brought 
pleasure to God. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER THREE 


1. What do you understand is involved in the husband being 
the head of the wife? 


2. Why do you think a husband's prayers can be hindered if 
he does not treat his wife with honor and wisdom? (See 1 Peter 
3:7.) 


3. Do you agree with this statement: “The degree to which a 
man will fulfill the delicate and significant responsibilities of 
headship is the degree to which he consciously and genuinely 
submits to Christ’s headship in his own life?" Why or why not? 


If yes, what does it mean to “submit to Christ’s headship?” 


4. It’s hard to understand how a husband can love his wife 
(agape love) with the same love that God had for the world 
before He sent Jesus to earth. In what practical ways can a 
husband give of himself for the good of his wife? 
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Also, in what practical ways can a wife give of herself for 
the good of her husband? 


5. According to 1 Peter 3:7, a husband is to live with his wife 
in an understanding way. What does it mean today to be 
understanding of a marriage partner? Be specific. 


6. As we read Genesis 12-25, what do we learn about 
Abraham’s life as a husband and family man? 


Which of these principles should/can we apply to marriage 
and family life today? 
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4 

THE WIFE5 ROLE 
IN MARRIAGE 
AND THE HOME 


SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Genesis 12:14-19; 16:4,5; 

Proverbs 31; 

Ephesians 5:22-6:4; 

Colossians 3:18-21; 

1 Timothy 5:14; 

Titus 2:3-5; 

1 Peter 3:1-9 

MEMORY VERSE: Ephesians 5:22,24 

LESSON SUMMARY: Being a wife and 
homemaker is a sacred and vital role in light of God's 
purpose for marriage and family life. 


J ust as Scripture describes the role or behavior ex¬ 
pected from a husband in light of his position in 
the home, it also describes the behavior expected 
from the wife. But before we study the wife’s role, 
let’s briefly review what we have already learned 
about the relationship between a man and a woman 
in marriage. 

We learned from Genesis 2 that God’s creation 
of Eve was the capstone of His creative work. God 
did not create her from the dust of the ground, but 
built her from Adam’s living tissue. So the woman 
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shares the same creation as man and in God's sight 
is of equal worth. Both man and woman share the 
same distinctives in God’s creation: notably that of 
being created in His image and likeness as moral be¬ 
ings of indescribable worth. In passages that describe 
God's great work of salvation and our human 
responsibility to live for God’s glory, Scripture says 
that “there is neither male nor female; for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). 

We have also noted that God built a distinction 
between the sexes into the foundation of His creative 
act. Sexuality and sexual distinction are God or¬ 
dained. A careful analysis of Scripture indicates that 
sexual distinction is not only seen in physical and 
biological functioning but also in the God-appointed 
marriage and family life roles. 

As previously indicated, the biblical language de¬ 
scribing role responsibilities is never the language of 
option or suggestion. Role responsibilities are precisely 
described in imperative terms. In giving role responsibi¬ 
lities to both men and women in the marriage relation¬ 
ship, God is not seeking to belittle or embarrass. 
Rather, He is expressing what is required for His pur¬ 
poses to be fulfilled in marriage and family life. In a real 
sense, biblical role responsibilities serve as operating in¬ 
structions from the manufacturer. So we must be aware 
of the negative influence of those who consider bibli¬ 
cal teaching on role responsibilities to be demeaning. 

As we study Scripture, we discover a delicate and 
beautiful balance between the role responsibilities 
of husbands and wives. The beauty of God’s plan 
cannot be fully appreciated until we understand the 
parallel roles of husband and wife in the marriage 
relationship. Readers would do well to thoughtfully 
study the parallel role responsibilities Scripture 
describes for husbands and wives. 

The Role of Submission 

We must consider four key passages that deal with 
the issue of submission: 1 Corinthians 11:3; Ephe¬ 
sians 5: 22-6:4; Colossians 3:18-21; and 1 Peter 3:1-9. 
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The word translated as submission or subjection 
in our Bibles is a very interesting New Testament 
word. Hupotassoo is the original Greek word, and 
it conveys the military idea of rank and rank order. 
Literally, it means to be set in array under the direc¬ 
tion of another. In military life, for example, field 
officers are set in array under (in submission to) the 
general officer. Thus the term does not imply any 
inferior quality of person, intellect, or worth. It mere¬ 
ly describes the functional relationship of objectively 
appointed rank order. 

The concept of submission is used extensively in 
the New Testament, and applies to far more than 
the marriage relationship. James, for example, ap¬ 
peals to all believers to submit themselves to God 
(James 4:7). Peter instructs believers to submit 
themselves to the institutions and laws of govern¬ 
ment (1 Peter 2:13). Paul instructs all believers to sub¬ 
mit to one another in the fear of Christ (Ephesians 
5:21). The attitude of submission, therefore, is a 
characteristic of the believer. This submissive 
character is in direct contrast to the world, which 
teaches us to assert ourselves, express ourselves, and 
demand our rights. 

In the marriage relationship, however, the wife’s 
submission to her husband is a unique role respon¬ 
sibility. As in the case of the husband’s headship, 
the illustration and standard for the wife’s submis¬ 
sion to her husband is high and holy—But as the 
church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought 
to be to their husbands in everything” (Ephesians 
5:24). 

Note that the Bible never commands husbands 
to bring their wives into submission. To be forced 
into a role or position is contrary to what God’s 
Word envisions. Submission is to be freely given in 
obedience and service to Christ. For this reason, 
Scripture reminds wives that their submission to 
their husbands is “as to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:22). 

It may also be helpful to note that submission 
to another, or living under the headship of another, 
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is a biblical expression used to describe the relation¬ 
ship between Jesus Christ the Son and the Father 
(1 Corinthians 11:3). While clearly recognizing that 
Jesus was one with and equal with the Father (John 
5:23; 10:30; 14:9,10), His voluntary submission in 
fulfilling God’s purposes in redemption beautifully 
illustrates proper submission. To willingly function 
under another’s authority is far different from slavery 
or forced servitude. 

Love Is a Responsibility for Wives, Tool 

It is common to hear that the Bible never says 
wives should love their husbands. But consider Titus 
2:3-5. This passage gives a number of instructions 
for wives and mothers, including a command for 
wives to be taught to love their husbands and 
children. 

One may argue that the forcefulness in the com¬ 
mand for husbands to love their wives is not seen 
in this command for wives to be taught to love their 
husbands and children. However, the command ex¬ 
ists and must be considered. Indeed, If God intends 
the marriage relationship to reflect the relationship 
between Christ and His Church, then a command 
for wives to love their husbands is both necessary 
and appropriate. Doesn’t Scripture emphasize the im¬ 
portance of the believer’s love (1 John 4:7-21) even 
while recognizing that that love is in response to 
God’s great love? It would be tragic if a marriage were 
based on a one-sided love. 

Notice also that this passage indicates a need for 
people to be taught to love. This concept may sur¬ 
prise some people, but it is not a surprise to those 
who understand the human heart and spirit. The 
love that God expects of us is a self-giving, not a 
self-seeking love. Humanly speaking, we are prone 
to self-centeredness and self-seeking. The quality of 
love that the Bible commands us to have comes from 
God. It is something we learn. 

Such love requires a moral determination to give 
of one’s self for the good of the other. It is seen in 
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the Old Testament picture of the ideal wife (Proverbs 
31) who, as far as her husband is concerned, “does 
him good and not evil / All the days of her life” 
(Proverbs 31:12). What Scripture portrays here is not 
merely a fleeting, “turned-on” emotion, but a con¬ 
sistent determination to live with the highest good 
of the other in view. 

Take a moment to contemplate a marriage rela¬ 
tionship (preferably your own, if you are married). 
If both husband and wife were to truly live with a 
commitment to give of themselves for the good of 
the other, how would that relationship be different? 

Respect as a Biblical Responsibility 

The Apostle Paul’s concluding statement in Ephe¬ 
sians 5:33, “and let the wife see to it that she respect 
her husband,” is designed to catch the reader’s at¬ 
tention. While it may be argued that any Christian 
should cultivate an attitude of respect for others, the 
nature of the statement indicates that this is a specific 
responsibility for the wife. 

It may also be argued that respect has to be 
earned. The context of this statement indicates that 
a husband will earn his wife’s respect if he loves her 
and treats her in the way Paul describes. However, 
the concluding statement is a command. The apostle 
does not assume that wives will respect their hus¬ 
bands; he pointedly commands them to do so. So 
Paul actually commands a respect that may be quite 
opposite from the husband’s immediate behavior. 

Sarah’s respect for her husband, Abraham, ideally 
illustrates a wife’s respect (1 Peter 3:6). Note carefully 
that although Sarah called Abraham “Lord,” she was 
not deifying him. She was using a title of respect 
that is much like our term “sir.” 

You may wish to find the one occasion in which 
the specific statement is made that Sarah referred 
to Abraham as “Lord.” The timing and setting of this 
incident are most important. The incident occurred 
at a point late in their relationship, even after prob- 
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lems had entered the relationship and caused con¬ 
flict. So Sarah maintained an attitude of respect 
toward her husband even though they had had con¬ 
flict and Abraham had actually done things that 
threatened their marriage relationship (Genesis 
12:14-19; 16:4,5). 

Ideally, respect is earned. But in a world of less- 
than-perfect human beings, respect becomes a 
biblical responsibility in certain situations. A wife’s 
respect for her husband is a responsibility. 

The Wife Is to Be Despot of the Home 

Although the two most frequently noticed terms 
that describe the role relationship between husband 
and wife are those of headship and submission, the 
parallel concepts of the husband's responsibility to 
“preside over” his home (1 Timothy 3:5) and the wife’s 
responsibility to “keep” or “rule” the home (1 Timothy 
5:14) are helpful. 

The root meaning of the words translated as keep 
or rule the home is actually despot. We have a tenden¬ 
cy to fear the term despot, but it simply means one 
who has personal authority. For Paul to describe the 
wife and mother as the despot of the home is a vivid 
and helpful expression. 

In a proper home, the wife has personal authori¬ 
ty. She is not like one of the children. It is normal 
for her to have the biblical right of authority in deci¬ 
sion making for the whole sphere of home life. The 
wise husband will see that his wife’s authority is pro¬ 
perly enforced and encouraged. This is particularly 
important when there are children in the home. 

It may be helpful to illustrate these concepts of 
preside and despot from 1 Timothy by looking at a 
functional relationship that conveys their meaning. 
The illustration is that of the president and the dean 
of a college. 

The president presides over the entire college and 
its activities. He does not make all the decisions and 
does not do all the work. Many responsible people 
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function and make decisions under his presiding 
authority. But as chief executive officer, the presi¬ 
dent carries the responsibility for the overall func¬ 
tion and direction of the college. 

The dean, however, may be described as the 
despot of the college. His function is much like that 
of the wife described in 1 Timothy 5. The dean has 
personal authority, even to the extent of expelling 
a student. The dean is not the president, but makes 
many important decisions and takes significant ac¬ 
tion. A wise president does not treat the dean like 
one of the students, for the dean has significant 
authority and responsibility. It is equally unthinkable 
for the dean to flout the president’s authority. 

In this illustration, both the president and the 
dean must function properly according to their 
established roles. If either person functions improper¬ 
ly, chaos will result, and the objectives of the institu¬ 
tion will not be realized. So it is in biblically oriented 
homes. The husband presides over his home (1 
Timothy 3:5) and the wife is the despot (1 Timothy 
5:14). The husband does not treat his wife like one 
of the children, for she has personal authority in 
the home. The wife who is biblically oriented will 
fulfill her God-given responsibilities under her hus¬ 
band’s presiding authority. 

Cottclusion 

We have not exhausted the subject of the wife’s 
role responsibility in the home. As in the case of 
the husband, additional responsibilities will be con¬ 
sidered when we study parental responsibilities. 

Note also that Scripture does not present the 
wife’s role in a demeaning or inferior way. Although 
Western society may wrongly convey this, God’s 
Word presents the role of a wife and homemaker in 
an honorable, commendable light. In fact, Paul in¬ 
structed Titus (2:4,5) that the younger women in the 
church should be taught to be domestic. 
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In a proper, biblical understanding of the wife’s 
position and the virtue of her homemaking role, the 
serious student realizes that in God’s eyes the need 
and value of her role and ministry should not be 
sacrificed to the trivia of gainful employment. 
However, Scripture reveals that the virtuous woman 
of Proverbs 31 had energies and capabilities that 
carried her into the community. Her activities 
involved the selling of goods she made (verse 24) and 
real estate negotiations (verse 16). So this example 
should warn us against prohibiting godly women 
from assuming responsibilities in the work-a-day 
world. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER FOUR 


1. Were you surprised to discover that the original Greek word 
for submission conveyed the military idea of rank and order, 
rather than the idea of inferiority of person or intellect? 


Explain your answer. 


Why do you think the word submission is not highly appre¬ 
ciated in our culture today? 


2. What does it mean, in practical terms, to: 
Submit ourselves to God (James 4:7), and 


Submit ourselves to one another in the fear of Christ 
(Ephesians 5:21)? 
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3. Is it significant that submission is to be given freely in obe¬ 
dience to Christ, and is not to be forced? Explain your answer. 


5. In Titus 2:3-5, God commands wives to be taught to love 
their husbands and children. How might that apply to us 
today? 


(Before answering, consider that God expects self-giving 
love from us that is an act of the will, not just an emotion.) 

5. In what specific ways can a wife show respect for her 
husband? 


How can a husband earn his wife’s respect (Ephesians 
5:33)? 


6. Describe the wife’s personal authority in the home. What 
should a husband do to reinforce that authority? 
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DEVELOPING A 
COMMUTED 
AND INTIMATE 
MARRIAGE 
RELATIONSHIP 


SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

1 Corinthians 7:1-5; 13:1-7; 

2 Corinthians 6:14-18; 

Hebrews 13:4; 

1 Peter 3:1-9 

MEMORY VERSE: 1 Peter 3:8,9 

LESSON SUMMARY; God intends the marriage 
relationship to be the most intimate and committed 
human relationship and desires to work through each 
partner for the blessing and growth of the other. 


A s we begin our study of commitment and in¬ 
timacy in marriage, let’s review the 
characteristics of the ideal biblical marriage 
that we have already considered. 

Biblical marriage involves a union of two human 
beings—one male and one female—who are of equal 
value to God. These individuals come together on 
the basis of their common faith in Jesus Christ and 
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commitment to the teachings of His Word. Biblical 
marriage is monogamous; that is, a person has only 
one marriage partner; it is exclusive; each partner 
shares this intimate relationship only with the other. 
The relationship is permanent, continuing until the 
death of one of the partners. 

Biblical marriage is a covenant relationship, in¬ 
volving a stated, solemn, legally binding contract. 
Normally, the marriage covenant is expressed in 
terms of vows, which are legalized by a proper license. 
Even though Scripture doesn’t spell out the precise 
content of marriage vows, nor describe governmental 
procedures for issuing licenses, these practices are 
in keeping with the biblical picture of marriage. 

Biblical marriage is considered sacred in that it 
is witnessed and established by God. It is to be a 
spiritual as well as physical relationship, since both 
partners are to be devoted to God’s truth and His 
priorities. Finally, biblical marriage is intimate, nor¬ 
mally being consummated by sexual intercourse and 
having that intimacy sustained in a sexual 
relationship. 

Problems in Marriage Relationships 

As additional preparation for our study of marital 
commitment and intimacy, let’s consider the 
negative factors that result in marriage failures. 
Christians who spend a great deal of time counsel¬ 
ing married couples report that four primary factors 
seem to lie behind the failed marriages of those who 
claim to be biblically-oriented. 

The first factor is improper choices. Literature 
produced by Christian counselors seems to indicate 
that some marriages are directed toward trouble from 
the beginning, due to unwise and sometimes 
thoughtless choices. In these relationships, there is 
too much dependence on “chemistry.” Often there 
is a high degree of infatuation and too little con¬ 
cern about personality and other aspects of the 
relationship. 
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The second factor is unrealistic expectations. 
Often, when couples have serious problems in the 
relationship, one or both partners entered the rela¬ 
tionship expecting virtual perfection or instant 
change toward perfection from the other person. 
People do not change just because they have stood 
before an altar and said, “I do!” 

The third factor is inadequate preparation. 
Serious problems sometimes develop because of dif¬ 
ferences that could have been worked out if the 
couple had received wise and careful guidance in 
preparing for marriage. Such differences can be so 
well developed before the couple has the spiritual 
maturity to grapple with them that the relationship 
may be far down the wrong path before any correc¬ 
tive effort is expended. When it comes to marital 
problems, the old adage, “An ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure,” is certainly true. 

The fourth factor is unbiblical thinking. This may 
exist in our expectations, values, goals or standards, 
and ideas of how to relate to another person in a 
close relationship. Unbiblical thinking not only 
causes serious troubles in an individual’s life, but is 
compounded in married life. 

God’s Great Plan for Marriage 

Now' let’s consider the more positive ingredients 
in a truly biblical marriage relationship. In order to 
put these positive ingredients into perspective, we 
must consider two great dimensions of God’s plan. 

First, w'e learn that marriage is a part of God’s 
purpose for the human race. We also must learn to 
view' marriage in light of the broader perspective of 
God’s great purpose for the human race; that is, 
redemption. 

Quite simply, Scripture teaches that God’s greatest 
purpose for the human race is to reach individuals 
who are lost in sin, save them by His marvelous grace 
through Jesus Christ, and work in their lives to 
transform them into the likeness of Christ. 
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This transformation of the individual from the 
likeness of Adam to the likeness of Christ offers great 
potential for each individual. And Scripture teaches 
us (Philippians 1:6) that God is determined and com¬ 
mitted to this process. 

Second, the living God chooses to use human in¬ 
struments to accomplish much of what He does. God 
is all-powerful. He has multitudes of angels who are 
ready to do His bidding. Yet Scripture clearly teaches 
that God delights to use people to accomplish His 
work! Serving Christ is both a privilege and a respon¬ 
sibility for the individual believer. That service is 
expressed in many ways and takes many forms. 

It is not surprising that the marriage relationship 
fits into these two great dimensions of God’s plan. 
"To better understand how marriage is a part of God’s 
plan, consider this question: “If God is committed 
to change you more and more into the likeness of 
Christ, and if He is going to use a human instru¬ 
ment in the process, who is the most logical person 
He might use?” In order to answer this question, we 
must ask ourselves two additional questions: “Who 
is the closest person to you? Who is the most in¬ 
fluential person in your life?” Obviously, God can 
use a marriage partner’s unique position to ac¬ 
complish His purpose in a person’s life. 

To view the closeness of the marriage relation¬ 
ship in this light is to recognize God’s sacred pur¬ 
pose in a distinct way. For each married person to 
see himself or herself as God’s potential instrument 
in bringing blessing to the marriage partner sanc¬ 
tifies the relationship in a way our world cannot 
understand. In fact, in 1 Corinthians 7:14-16 the 
Apostle Paul teaches that the presence of even one 
believer in a home has a sanctifying influence on 
both the marriage partner and the children. (For a 
more adequate discussion of this significant point, 
the student should consult The Marriage Builder by 
Dr. Larry Crabb, Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1982.) 
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Oneness in Marriage 

When the Scriptures say that in biblical marriage 
“two become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24), our atten- 
tion is drawn to the fact that God desires not mere 
togetherness in a marriage relationship, but oneness. 
Oneness involves true personal intimacy that is 
much deeper than physical intimacy. 

Oneness is not possible in a relationship between 
a believer and an unbeliever. This is why it is so im¬ 
portant for a believer to marry another believer. The 
Apostle Paul, in 2 Corinthians 6:14-18, speaks of mar¬ 
riage between a believer and an unbeliever. He says, 
in effect, that they are not even in the same ball park 
in one of the most important dimensions of life— 
the spiritual. While it is not adequate to speak of 
marriage as a game, it is obvious we cannot have 
a good game with someone if we are not even in 
the same ball park! 

We have also noted that the oneness of the mar¬ 
riage relationship is a compound oneness in which 
neither individual loses his or her personal identity. 
Instead, each individual continues to fulfill God’s 
purposes, grow, develop, and mature within the rela¬ 
tionship. Each partner should be God’s instrument 
in encouraging, supporting, and building up the 
other person in all areas of individual growth and 
development. 

One way to assess “success” in marriage is to com¬ 
pare the maturity, stability, usefulness, and happiness 
of your spouse now to when you were first married. 
Ask yourself if you talk together about your in¬ 
dividual goals for personal and spiritual growth. 
Think about whether you consciously seek to en¬ 
courage your spouse toward the goals he or she has 
set under God. 

To illustrate this, turn to 1 Peter 3:7. Here we see 
that husbands are responsible to “live with your 
wives in an understanding way.” It may seem 
humorous for men to joke about how impossible it 
is to understand a woman, but the married man who 
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seeks to live biblically can’t hide behind such a 
facade. He is biblically responsible to understand his 
wife. And he is responsible to live with his wife in 
light of that understanding. His failure to do so will 
hinder the effectiveness of his prayers, and that’s a 
very serious matter. 

No person is really easy to understand. The com¬ 
plexity of human personality and life experience 
means that anyone must expend much energy, 
thought, and prayer in order to understand another 
individual—male or female! But getting to know the 
marriage partner in the biblical sense of the word 
is one of the great and glorious dimensions of the 
marriage relationship. The Bible presents this as a 
responsibility and challenge—not an impossibility. 

Sexual Aspects of the Marriage Relationship 

We have already noted that God’s plan and pur¬ 
pose in marriage involves the proper function of sex¬ 
uality. Hebrews 13:4 clearly indicates that within the 
bonds of duly constituted marriage, sexual intimacy 
is not defiled. However, the same passage offers a 
clear and distinct warning against sexual transgres¬ 
sion. In the 1 Corinthians 7 passage, we see that 
fulfillment of personal needs through the sexual rela¬ 
tionship in marriage fortifies us against the tempta¬ 
tion of illicit relationships. Therefore Paul warns 
against using sex as a weapon or “bargaining tool” 
in the marriage relationship. 

Note that the 1 Corinthians 7 passage says 
nothing about bringing children into the world. 
Thus the whole perspective of this discussion on sex¬ 
ual intimacy has to do with the physical needs of 
the marriage partner. Married people are warned 
against withholding themselves or neglecting the 
needs of their marriage partners. The time-worn 
adage stands remarkably true: “Sex needs marriage 
and marriage needs sex.” In a world that is pre¬ 
occupied with sex and has corrupted itself sexually 
in so many ways, it is well for us to strive for a biblical 
perspective on this important subject. 


46 


Handling Differences in the Marriage 
Relationship 

It is inevitable that healthy, thinking people will 
initially disagree on some issues. Couples must learn 
to face these differences of opinion and establish 
ways to carefully and prayerfully talk out their 
differences. 

Even though Scripture teaches that the husband 
is responsible to direct and control the family rela- 
tionships, it does not pretend that “the husband is 
always right.” In fact, in one of the most heated 
marital problems that Scripture reveals (Genesis 
21:10-13) God commanded Abraham to listen to his 
wife and do what she told him to do. 

Charlie Shedd, in his book, Letters to Karen, gives 
a very helpful summary to couples under the 
heading, “Seven Rules for a Good Fight.” These rules 
are: 

(1) “Before we begin we must both agree that the 
time is right.” This requires discipline of mind and 
spirit, but recognizes the fact that if couples try 
to talk out or work out their difficulties in an 
inappropriate setting or situation they may do 
more harm to the issue and to the relationship 
than good. 

(2) “We will remember that our only battle aim 
is a deeper understanding of each other.” Mar¬ 
ried people are committed to each other, they are 
on the same team. There is no more room for 
a priority of “personal victory over the other” but 
rather all efforts must be given to that which is 
best for both and for the relationship and family. 

(3) “We will check our weapons often to be sure 
they are not deadly.” This expression comes from 
the history of feudal times when tournaments or 
“war games” were held as friendly contests in con¬ 
trast to war. The sins of the tongue are many, 
and biblical warnings would alert us to the poten¬ 
tial damage that we can do with angry, careless 
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words. One of the strengths of the relationship 
between Abraham and Sarah was that they could 
keep talking even when they had serious prob¬ 
lems. But there is absolutely no biblical excuse 
for the vicious use of the tongue and for cruel 
or coarse words in a committed biblical 
relationship. 

(4) “We will lower our voices instead of raising 
them.” This simple rule recognizes the fact that 
it is easy for a discussion to become emotional 
and for emotional individuals to depend upon 
volume rather than the more helpful ingredients 
of thoughtful communication. 

(5) “We will never quarrel in public nor reveal 
private matters.” Uncontrolled anger can lead to 
irreparable damage if private matters are expressed 
in public. The Proverbs say that “the fool speaks 
all his mind” (Proverbs 29:11) and indiscreet 
language can separate friends (Proverbs 17:9). 

(6) “We will discuss an armistice whenever either 
calls ‘halt.’ ” When one or the other is weary of 
an issue and senses that no progress is being made 
it is certainly appropriate to leave a subject alone 
until it can be more profitably handled. “Blessed 
are the peacemakers . . .” should be included in 
the total perspective of talking out interpersonal 
difficulties. 

(7) “When we come to terms we will put it away 
until we both agree it needs more discussing.” One 
of the glorious dimensions of the provision of 
God in human experience is that of forgiving and 
moving on beyond an offense. The natural 
human tendency is for the “root of bitterness” 
to spring up. The human mind often holds details 
and keeps a record of wrongs almost like a tape 
recorder. True love (1 Corinthians 13:4-7) does 
not do so. How often do you find individuals that 
cannot let a matter rest, but continue to com¬ 
pulsively rehash an old problem and repeat in 



great detail the precise sins or statements of 
another. In this light we must remember that our 
Lord Jesus, in His teaching in Matthew 19 on the 
subject of divorce, puts His finger right on the 
heart of the matter. He traces divorce among the 
people of God to the issue of “hardness of heart.” 1 

We conclude this chapter by remembering that 
the first symptom of sin in the human race (Genesis 
3) appeared in the marriage relationship. Adam and 
Eve immediately knew that they were naked, and 
their discomfort in each other’s presence caused 
them to sew clothes for themselves. Their individual 
participation in sin resulted in a wedge between 
them. The human being that God had made with 
a need for intimacy with another human being sud¬ 
denly had a problem in that relationship. 

Let us thank God that His salvation reaches in¬ 
dividuals as well as families. Let us remember that 
through His saving grace we can experience healthy, 
committed, and communicative involvement that 
leads to the intimate and mutually upbuilding in¬ 
fluence of one life on another. 


1. Charlie Shedd, Letters to Karen (New York: Spire Books, 1970), pp. 
61-69. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER FIVE 


I.Why is monogamy so important in the marriage 
relationship? 


What happens when a marriage relationship is violated and 
is no longer exclusive? 


2. If you are married, share one or two unrealistic expectations 
you had about your spouse. 


Then discuss why perfection and change in a marriage part¬ 
ner does not take place quickly—and sometimes hardly at all! 


3. What types of things can marriage partners do to prevent 
their relationship from experiencing serious problems? 
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Respond, in other words, to the statement, “An ounce of 
prevention is worth a pound of cure.” 


4. If you are married, share two ways in which God has used 
your spouse to change you into the likeness of Christ. 


What responsibilities do married people have to bring 
blessing to their mates? 


5. In what ways may a believer have a great impact on his/her 
unbelieving spouse? 


6. If you are married, list five ways you could better encourage 
your spouse to be “successful” in reaching the goals he or 
she has set under God. 


7. Why is it so difficult to really understand another person? 
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If you are married, explain how you respond when the rela¬ 
tionship seems to require so much energy, thought, and 
prayer. 


8. Review the "Seven Rules for a Good Fight" in this chapter. 
Share about times when you have succeeded in following 
these rules. Share about times when you have failed. Be as 
honest as you can so you can learn from one another. 
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6 

THE ROLE OF 
PARENTS IN 
CHILD 
TRAINING 
AND DISCIPLINE 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9; 

Psalms 127; 128; 

Proverbs 1:8,9; 6:20; 13:1; 29:17; 

2 Corinthians 12:14; 

Ephesians 6:1-4; 

Colossians 3:21; 

1 Thessalonians 2:7,11; 

1 Timothy 3:4,5; 5:14 
Titus 1:6 
Hebrews 12:5-11 

MEMORY VERSE: Proverbs 1:8; 6:20 

LESSON SUMMARY: Parents are to discipline their 
children and teach them biblical truth. This requires love 
and commitment on the parents’ part to heavily invest of 
themselves and give right direction to each of their offspring. 


A s we begin this important area of study, let’s 
keep in mind that God’s great purpose is to 
change people. People today like to focus on 
the necessity of changing the environment or situation. 
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So in times of stress we are inclined to think that 
all would be well if only we had a different job, lived 
in a different place, had a different level of income, 
or could change some other life circumstance. God’s 
Word, however, emphasizes that God is committed 
to changing us—not our environment. 

God’s purpose is to change us from the likeness 
of Adam to the likeness of Christ. And He has 
chosen to use people to accomplish His work. Thus 
close, committed family relationships are one of 
God’s instruments of change. This fact elevates fami¬ 
ly relationships to a sacred level that the world does 
not understand. So it is necessary to understand this 
sacred purpose in family relationships in order to 
fully understand the family’s significance. 

Family Discipline and Spiritual Life 

This study assumes that the family’s disciplinary 
life and spiritual life are not two separate ingredients. 
They are, in fact, identical. For our study, it is also 
important to understand the use of the words 
discipline and disciple in the New Testament. The 
basic idea in these words is that of child training, 
or being a learner or follower of another. 

Since the word discipline is used in so many ways, 
we must fully understand its biblical definition. 
Discipline is rooted in the idea of a teaching-learning 
relationship, which is the same idea conveyed by the 
word disciple. So, to discipline is to disciple and to 
disciple is to discipline. 

In Scripture, discipline is a parental responsibility 
(see Ephesians 6:1-4; Proverbs 1:8; 6:20). Parents— 
particularly fathers—are required to discipline and 
instruct their children. Children, in turn, are re¬ 
quired to respond with learning and obedience. 

The word discipline as used in Scripture, is a 
positive term. It is not, as so many use it, 
synonymous with punishment. Instead, discipline 
is a teaching-learning relationship. Discipline is based 
on the maturity and self-discipline of the one who 
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establishes the relationship. The following observa- 
tions summarize the biblical perspective on 
discipline: 

(1) To disciple does not mean to punish. To disci- 
pie means to develop a positive teaching-learning 
relationship. It has to do with the influence of one 
life on another, which gives direction and structure 
toward maturity. 

(2) To disciple primarily means to build a rela¬ 
tionship. It depends more on what you are than on 
what you do or say. There is no magic formula for 
being a good disciplinarian. Anyone who is big 
enough or strong enough can inflict punishment, 
but discipline means to have a relationship of in¬ 
fluence. Only a disciplined person can effectively 
discipline. 

(3) Disciplinary responsibility tests one’s level of 
maturity and self-discipline. An immature, un¬ 
disciplined person cannot be a good disciplinarian. 
This is pitifully seen in the lives of many young 
parents who struggle with their own children. There 
is no successful method of discipline to pass on to 
such individuals. In fact, more mature and disciplin¬ 
ed people can handle the children of immature 
parents better than the parents! 

(4) Discipline is more positive than negative, 
more preventative than corrective. It is a relation¬ 
ship in which one life influences another in a right 
and proper direction. 

(5) When the terms or standards of discipline are 
violated, this becomes occasion for punishment. 
There are biblical principles for punishment. Par¬ 
ticularly in the Book of Proverbs, we see that punish¬ 
ment must be consistent. It must be fair and 
humane, must adequately display the parent’s 
displeasure, must be related to the offense, will 
sometimes be corporal, must not be counterproduc¬ 
tive, and must not form negative patterns of 
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behavior. The reader may want to work through the 
Book of Proverbs to discover clear guidelines for 
punishment. 

Discipline is inherent in a healthy, parent-child 
relationship. It goes “hand in glove” with the fami¬ 
ly’s spiritual life. In Paul’s statement in Ephesians 6:4, 
discipline and instruction in the Lord are not two 
different concepts. They are vitally related. The 
teaching-learning relationship that godly parents 
establish with their children is part of their instruc¬ 
tion in the Word to their children. 

The Necessity of Parental Maturity 

Before moving on, we must reinforce one impor¬ 
tant factor in the matter of discipline. That factor 
is the maturity of the one who would be the 
discipliner. 

Note the command of Deuteronomy 6:5: “You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart.” 
A supportive command follows in verse 6: “And 
these words . . . shall be on your heart.” In verse 
7 we learn that these words have been addressed to 
parents. Thus the foundation of this entire passage 
lies in the parents’ spiritual life—the parents’ 
knowledge of the Word and devotion to the Lord. 

For parents to adopt the principle, “Do as I say 
and not as I do,” is absolutely unbiblical. The parents’ 
role model is basic to a healthy family atmosphere 
of discipline and spiritual teaching. For example, for 
parents to send children to local church meetings 
and not go with them, or for parents to expect 
children to do their Bible lessons and memorize 
Scripture when the parents are not studying or 
memorizing Scripture is biblically reprehensible. 

As parents, we must convey to our children that 
we, too, are in God’s disciplinary school and live in 
a disciplinary relationship with our heavenly Father 
(Hebrews 12). This relationship is the basis for our 
authority over and expectations of our children. We 
must convey the fact that our standards and expec- 
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tations, and even punishment for violating these 
standards, are based not on our own whims and fan- 
cies, but on God’s standards to which we are 
accountable. We must prayerfully avoid the tragic 
impression that life’s great virtue is to grow up and 
do whatever you choose. 

The Scripture teaches that every person is sub¬ 
ject to governing authority (Romans 13:1). The 
parent with a lawless attitude will have difficulty 
disciplining his or her children. A parent who is able 
to properly express disciplinary authority and con¬ 
trol over others is one who consciously lives under 
authority (Matthew 8:5-13). For the believer, both 
the content of what we communicate and the 
standards by which we evaluate behavior come from 
Scripture. 

The Parents’ Responsibility to Teach 
Their Children 

In Deuteronomy 6, we also notice that once the 
parental teaching lifestyle is established, parents have 
specific responsibilities. 

One responsibility is to diligently teach the 
precepts of Scripture to their children (Deuteronomy 
6:7). In God’s program, parents are teachers. 
Ephesians 6:4 highlights this by pinpointing the 
father’s responsibility to bring children up in the 
instruction of the Lord. It is useless for parents to 
argue that they do not have the gift of teaching. The 
Bible does not give parents the option of whether 
or not they will teach their children; their only 
option is whether or not they will be obedient to 
the Word. 

Perhaps one of the best things a young couple 
could do (particularly a young father) would be to 
prepare for this parental responsibility by taking 
several good courses in teacher training. This should 
include not only instruction in formal teaching, but 
how to teach in the context of discipling. 
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Our society desperately needs parents who 
understand the importance of discipling their 
children. While it is marvelous that the local church 
teaches the Word of God, and while there may be 
some very effective Sunday school teachers or youth 
leaders, parents carry the basic responsibility for their 
children’s spiritual growth and development. 

In Deuteronomy 6:7 we also note that another 
parental function is based on lifestyle. This is the 
function of “talking” about the Scriptures with our 
children. Moses indicates that talking about the 
Scriptures should take place at different times and 
in different settings. 

God’s precepts should be very much at home in 
the biblical family. It is not enough to sit down for 
a few minutes and read a few verses of Scripture or 
a page from a devotional calendar. This does not 
make a Christian family. In fact, if the family’s only 
real spiritual function is a religiously observed family 
altar, it may actually appear to be a “foreign body” 
in the family life. 

In many instances, children and young people 
have rejected spiritual truth because it was artificially 
forced on them for a few minutes each day, but did 
not characterize the family lifestyle. To “turn on” 
spiritual talk for a few minutes comes across as 
hypocrisy to the idealistic, youthful mind. Thus a 
family altar may be totally out of keeping with the 
family’s true spiritual life. 

Parents, particularly those with young children, 
have many opportunities in the course of daily life 
to model and teach God’s precepts. The biblical com¬ 
mand to “talk” about spiritual things in all of life’s 
circumstances stands in contrast to the desperate at¬ 
tempts some parents make to occasionally “hit them 
with the Book,” using Scripture more as a club than 
as a basis for one’s lifestyle. 

Warnings to Parents 

We need to note two negative statements about 
parental responsibility that appear in Scripture. 
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In Ephesians 6:4, fathers are warned not to merely 
make their children angry. The children’s response 
to parental discipline is the acid test of the parents’ 
skill and maturity. Hebrews 12:11 reminds us that 
much of the disciplinary process is not fun. However, 
if all we succeed in doing in our disciplinary attempts 
is angering our children, we have failed. If we merely 
slap our children around as long as we are bigger 
than they are, something is radically wrong. 

A related warning from Colossians 3:21 indicates 
that we must not deal so harshly and forcefully with 
our children that we discourage them or crush their 
spirit. People who apply the concept of “breaking 
the horse” into human relationships should consider 
this verse carefully. Children are not horses! 

The Children’s Responsibility 

The role responsibility of children is to obey their 
parents (Ephesians 6:1). Paul does not say children 
are to obey their parents if they think the parents 
are right. Rather, he makes the absolute statement, 
“Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this 
is right.” The related command (verse 2) for children 
to honor their parents, and the striking promise 
given with it, makes this command important to any 
person who has living parents. We may outgrow 
Ephesians 6:1, but we never outgrow Ephesians 6:2. 

The childlike authority and obedience of early 
home relationships ideally matures into the love and 
respect of adult relationships. In fact, according to 
1 Timothy 5:4-8, under normal circumstances the 
day will come when the children will be biblically 
required to care for their aged parents. This also is 
not an option, but a requirement. Failure to do so 
is rebuked by the strongest biblical terms. 

Additional Responsibilities for Parents 

I conclude this chapter by referring to several 
biblical expressions and terms that summarize the 
role responsibility of parents toward children. 
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Not only is there a parental responsibility of 
discipline and instruction (Ephesians 6:1-4; 
Deuteronomy 6:4-9), but there is also a responsibility 
of acceptance and love (Psalms 127:3-5; Titus 2:4). 

Attention should also be called to the Apostle 
Paul’s key statement in 2 Corinthians 12:14 that 
parents are to save up for their children. The con¬ 
text of this instruction does not simply mean to 
amass a financial fortune for the children to fight 
over, however. It has to do with the whole invest¬ 
ment parents make on behalf of their children. 

Child rearing is a great investment! It requires 
much sacrificial input on the part of parents to ac¬ 
complish the job properly. Yet Scripture provides the 
perfect standards for accomplishing this task to 
God’s glory, in keeping with His ultimate purpose. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER SIX 


1. Describe how God used someone in your family and/or a 
friend to help you become more like Christ. Be specific. 


2. Why, in your opinion, does God choose to use close rela¬ 
tionships as instruments of change? 


3. Were you surprised at the idea of the discipline being a 
“teaching-learning” relationship? 


Why or why not? 


4. Discuss why discipline that comes out of relationship is 
more effective than mere punishment. 
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5. In what ways are discipline and instruction in the Lord 
related? 


Apply your answers to the discipline and instruction of 
children. 


6. Why is it easier for many parents to adopt the principle “Do 
as I say, not as I do”? 


What steps could you, if you are a parent, take to improve 
as a role model? 


7. Why is it so important for parents to teach children the 
precepts of Scripture? Be specific. 
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8. What steps can parents take to avoid having their children 
reject biblical truth when the children grow older? 
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7 

THE SPIRITUAL 
CLIMATE OF 
THE HOME 


SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Proverbs 1:8; 6:20-22; 13:1; 29:17 
Isaiah 49:15; 66:13; 

Ephesians 6:4; 

1 Thessalonians 2:7,11; 

1 Timothy 3:4,5; 5:8,14 

MEMORY VERSE: 1 Thessalonians 2:7,11 

LESSON SUMMARY: The Scriptures make it clear 
that spiritual life, health and growth are matters of pri¬ 
ority in marriage and family life. Parents are to be “team 
teachers” and examples. 


I n this chapter we will begin to apply scriptural 
principles of family life. We will start by making 
a character study from the Book of Proverbs. 
Proverbs describes four types of people—the wise, 
the simple, the foolish, and the scorner or scoffer— 
that we need to note for this study. With paper and 
pencil in hand, systematically read through the Book 
of Proverbs and note the passages relating to the 
types of people mentioned above. Or, take a con¬ 
cordance and use the various headings or terms to 
find the passages. Write down each of the four 
headings and list the references and summary 
statements made about that type of person. 
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For example, under “The Wise” you would list: 

1:5; 12:15—he will hear, learn, and seek wise 
counsel; 

3:35—he shall inherit glory; 

10:5, 21:20—he is a wise planner, etc. 

These are only a few of the descriptive statements 
found in the Book of Proverbs about a wise person. 
Your complete list will have many more. 

Application of Truths from Proverbs 

After completing your study of Proverbs, you will 
be able to briefly summarize the four types of people 
as follows: 

(1) The wise person essentially lives according to 
biblical principles. 

(2) The simple person has a problem because he 
or she is ignorant of biblical precepts. 

(3) The fool has had an opportunity to learn 
biblical truths, but has not retained or is not will¬ 
ing to obey these precepts. 

(4) The scorner has the opportunity and ability 
to learn, but delights in being foolhardy to the 
point that he or she is angry at God and those 
whom God would use to change his or her life. 

With these general descriptions in mind, recon¬ 
sider the characteristics you listed for each type of 
person in light of rearing and training children. You 
will see that the Book of Proverbs has much to say 
about children and child training. It also contains 
some of the most explicit biblical instructions for 
punishment in situations where correction is needed. 

You will also note that the biblical attitude toward 
each of the four types of people is different. We 
should not treat the simple person in the same way 
we treat the scorner. Since the simple person lacks 
instruction, Scripture suggests that we provide the 
most fitting and effective instruction. However, the 
scorner’s willful flouting of authority and scoffing 
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whom God has set in authority deserves a more 
stern response. While all four categories may be seen 
among young people and children, we must 
recognize that childhood antics that reflect a lack 
of instruction should not be treated in the same way 
as overt rebellion. 

Keep in mind our previous discussion based on 
Deuteronomy 6, in which we noted that the parents’ 
teaching lifestyle is the foundation of the 
parent/child relationship. The goal for biblically 
oriented parents is to train the child who is simple 
(untaught) through such a model of personal com¬ 
mitment to Scripture’s truth and authority that the 
child will become wise. Scripture also instructs 
parents on how to relate to the fool and the scorner. 

Godly parents will seek effective ways to com¬ 
municate and model scriptural precepts so that their 
children will not adopt the tragic patterns described 
above. For example, treating a simple child’s careless 
and thoughtless antics with the same severity one 
would use to deal with a scorner could encourage 
the simple child to become a scorner. Let’s not forget 
that the New Testament word for child training— 
often translated discipline —is a positive term <-hat 
refers to a teaching-learning relationship, not 
stringent punishment. 

Yet Scripture is very realistic about human nature 
and our likeness to Adam. Proverbs makes strong 
statements about corrective treatment for the fool 
and scorner. The “rod” refers to corporal punishment. 
But Proverbs also lists restraints and requirements 
that guide parents in using the rod correctly. 

As a summary exercise, list all of the passages 
from Proverbs in which the rod of correction is 
described. Then write out the instructions for its 
proper use. Clearly, the Bible gives no approval for 
brutality or explosive parental violence that harms 
children. This is not surprising in light of the fact 
that the Scriptures do not even permit individuals 
to be cruel to animals (Proverbs 12:10). 
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Selecting Materials and Tools for Teaching 
Children 

In any teaching-learning situation, one’s choice 
of materials for the study and learning process is 
crucial. This is true in the home and the teaching 
ministry that parents have with their children. Many 
factors—such as the children’s age, maturity level, 
reading skills, motivation, and availability—must be 
taken into consideration when choosing these 
materials. 

It may seem strange to us, but Scripture’s em¬ 
phasis is that we primarily use the Bible to teach 
our children. Excellent study and devotional 
materials are certainly available, but they should 
never replace Scripture. Using the Bible as a teaching 
tool, however, does not rule out the need to give 
careful thought to the children’s needs and the fami¬ 
ly’s schedule. Let’s now consider how to select and 
use teaching materials and tools that will be ap¬ 
propriate for families at various stages of 
development. 

Wise parents carefully consider the Bible version 
they use with their children. With children under 
age three, it may be best to use a book such as The 
Bible in Pictures for Little Eyes by Kenneth Taylor. This 
features a brief summary of a series of Bible events 
in children’s language and also has a picture for each 
story. With young children, visual input with the 
narrative is vital. 

Other factors that influence the choice parents 
make when selecting a version of Scripture are too 
numerous to discuss here. Many parents have found 
that contemporary English versions are easiest for 
children to understand. However, when choosing 
a version to use with children, it is not necessary 
to use paraphrased works. We want to encourage our 
children to begin memorizing Scripture early in life, 
and it is preferable to use a true version rather than 
a paraphrase for memory work. 
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When reading or studying Scripture, wise parents 
consider the amount of Scripture to be read at one 
time. As children mature, their attention span in- 
creases. Parents should not be surprised that young 
children can only focus their attention on a given 
subject for a few minutes. Although it may seem con¬ 
trary to our adult view, a shorter time of study can 
be more effective than a longer time that exceeds 
a child’s attention span. 

We must also adjust our thinking about the 
physical setting for teaching. Children become weary 
when forced to sit still, but relax by moving. We as 
adults have forgotten that, because we become weary 
by moving and relax when we sit still! It is wise to 
allow children a certain amount of movement dur¬ 
ing times of Bible reading or even during a church 
meeting. (This is not a recommendation that 
children be allowed to make all kinds of disturbances 
or bring noise-making toys to meetings, however!) 

Another consideration for spending time in the 
Word with children has to do with the timing of 
Scripture reading and discussion with our children. 
Both the family’s and the individual’s schedules need 
to be considered. If little children are tired, attempts 
to focus on the Scriptures may not be productive. 
Many families have found that there is no ideal time 
for everyone. In some instances, parents and older 
children need to accommodate themselves to brief 
times of Scripture reading and discussion that are 
geared to the needs of the younger children. Another 
time may then be set aside to focus on the more 
mature needs of the older children. 

As children mature, it is vital to involve them 
in reading Scripture. One of the great goals of a 
Christian parent is to see that all family members 
learn to be on their own in every aspect of maturity. 
This certainly includes personal reading and study 
of Scripture. 

Many parents have taken a hint from our Lord’s 
frequent use of questions in His teaching ministry 
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and have incorporated questions into their study 
times. One of the most important dimensions of life 
that Christian parents will seek in their disciplin¬ 
ing relationship with their children is to encourage 
them to ask questions. It is particularly helpful if 
children know ahead of time that questions will be 
asked. This encourages them to listen for the 
answers. It also requires adults to think through the 
Scriptures so they can prepare younger children for 
Scripture reading by asking preliminary questions 
before the reading. 

As implied in Moses’ statement in Deuteronomy 
6, a child’s questions will not necessarily come dur¬ 
ing the family devotional time. If parents discuss 
spiritual things with their children as a part of daily 
life, children will feel free to ask questions in a variety 
of situations. Sometimes children ask significant 
questions during the reflective moments just before 
bedtime. Although sleep is vital for children, parents 
should not always assume that a child is trying to 
avoid sleep by asking questions. 

The way we respond to our children’s questions 
has much to do with whether or not they feel free 
to ask questions. Parents should pray that family ac¬ 
tivities will encourage children’s questions, just as 
the observance of the Levitical feasts in ancient Israel 
were designed to encourage children to ask questions. 

Parental Roles in the Family 

In earlier studies, we considered the roles of hus¬ 
band and wife largely in relationship to each other. 
Now we will briefly consider the roles of father and 
mother in relationship to the family. 1 encourage you 
to look up each passage listed below and consider 
the responsibility expressed in its full context. 

In 1 Timothy 3:4,5, we see that a father is respon¬ 
sible to manage or preside over his own home. To 
preside over does not mean that he makes all the 
decisions or does all the thinking. It does, however, 
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mean that God places the ultimate responsibility for 
the family’s direction on the father. 

Related to this is the father’s responsibility to 
discipline and instruct (Ephesians 6:4). The father 
gives direction to the home and family as an expres¬ 
sion of his commitment to God. This is vividly ex¬ 
pressed in Joshua 24:15. In spiritual and moral issues, 
as well as in other important areas, the father is to 
direct the family. 

First Thessalonians 2:11 indicates specifically that 
the father, as instructor, is to fulfill the role of ex¬ 
horting, encouraging, and charging. I recommend 
that readers do a word study and consider the 
significance of the terms the Apostle Paul uses in 
this summary of the father’s role responsibility. 

First Timothy 5:8 gives us another significant role 
responsibility of the father: to be the provider or 
key breadwinner for the family. Note, however, that 
while material things are the subject of this passage, 
there is a supportive implicadon that personal, social, 
and spiritual matters are vitally related. 

Scripture also describes the mother’s role respon¬ 
sibilities in the home. First Timothy 5:14 indicates 
that the mother is the despot of the home. She has 
personal authority in her home. The earlier children 
learn this, and the more consistently the husband 
and father supports her authority, the happier 
everyone will be. 

Isaiah 49:15 indicates that underlying faithfulness 
is a unique dimension of a mother’s role with her 
children. This dimension is also mentioned in the 
Proverbs 31:10-31 description of the virtuous woman 
and mother. Her faithfulness in ministering to her 
family results in both her husband praising her and 
her children rising up to bless her (Proverbs 31:28). 

Isaiah 66:13 tells us that a mother’s sympathetic 
heart is a great refuge for a hurting child. Have you 
ever noticed how frequently little children will run 
first to their mother when they are hurt? This 
beautifully illustrates that role function. All of life 
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is not a protective “hot house.” But tender plants 
need a hot house, and a mother’s sympathetic heart 
is certainly God’s provision for the needs of young 
children. 

Closely related to a mother’s sympathetic heart 
is the quality of gentleness described in 1 Thessalo- 
nians 2:7. This passage portrays the gentleness of 
a nursing mother. This image is one expression of 
the “gentle and quiet spirit” that God considers so 
valuable in a woman (1 Peter 3:4). 

To conclude this brief study, we need to note two 
more observations about parental roles. First, Prov¬ 
erbs 6:20-22 indicates that teaching God’s precepts 
involves both the mother and father. Second, Scrip¬ 
ture in no way implies that the general roles of the 
mother and father are intended to be exclusive. A 
wise father, for example, will certainly be gentle, 
faithful, and sympathetic. Scripture does, however, 
emphasize certain functions in relationship to the 
individual responsibilities of father and mother. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER SEVEN 


1. Share what you learned from your study of the four types 
of people described in Proverbs. Which principles stood out 
the most to you? Why? Be specific. 


2. Share how you were exposed to Scripture while growing up 
(if you were). 


What types of materials did your parents use to help you 
learn? 


Were they effective? 




3. If you could pick something that you wish your parents had 
done differently in raising you, what would it be? 


Why is that point so important to you? Be as honest as 
you can. 


4. Write down six key principles about teaching Scripture to 
children that are contained in this chapter. Discuss how 
parents can/should apply those principles. 


If you have children, how well are you succeeding in this 
task? 


74 


Which areas could be improved? 


5. Why is the husband’s “headship” an issue many people 
don’t like to talk about? What is your response to the prin¬ 
ciples of headship and submission contained in 1 Timothy 
3:4,5 and Ephesians 6? 


6. Share a time as you were growing up when your mother 
showed sympathy for you. 


When she demonstrated faithfulness to you. 
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8 

MAINTAINING 
GOOD FAMILY 
COMMUNICATION 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Genesis 12-24; 27; 28; 

The Song of Solomon; 

Ephesians 3:14,15 

MEMORY VERSE: Proverbs 15:1,2 

LESSON SUMMARY: In order to have healthy 
personal relationships, there must be healthy communica¬ 
tion between husband and wife as well as parents and 
children. 


A lthough the Bible is not a textbook on com¬ 
munication, it certainly gives the clear impres¬ 
sion that God delights in communicating with 
His creatures. It is also clear that He built into man’s 
nature the wonderful capability of communication 
with God and with his fellow human beings. 

The suggested Scripture readings above will 
prepare you for our study of family communication. 
The Ephesians passage will refresh your memory of 
God’s concept of family. The Genesis passage shows 
Abraham’s family life and how he communicated 
with his wife, Sarah. The Song of Solomon also pro¬ 
vides noteworthy examples of family communica¬ 
tion, particularly the passages in which the bride 
and groom address each other. 
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The Meaning of Family 

As additional background for our study of family 
communication, let’s study several words used in 
Scripture that are commonly translated as family. 

In the Old Testament, we see family commonly 
transliterated mishpackah. The root meaning of this 
word is to extend around or to spread out or around. 
This brings to mind the idea of a circle, and may 
be one of the bases for our common expression, “the 
family circle.” 

Another Old Testament word commonly 
translated family is taph. The root meaning of this 
word is to skip or trip along. It also conveys the image 
of a child’s happy, skipping gait. The word reminds 
us that we normally expect a family to include 
children and that we expect children, and childhood, 
to be happy. 

A third Old Testament word translated family is 
bayith. The root meaning of this word is to build. 
The idea conveyed is that a family doesn’t just hap¬ 
pen; it is built. A group of people may end up 
together, but what the Scriptures envision for fami¬ 
ly life is the result of planned effort. 

The fourth Old Testament word we will note is 
eleph. The root meaning of this word is to yoke or 
tame. It refers to the association of two in a yoke 
relationship and speaks of learning and working 
together. This, too, is an important dimension of 
the family. In this word we see God’s purpose in link¬ 
ing generations together so that the younger genera¬ 
tion will learn from the older generation. 

The common New Testament word translated 
family is patria. The literal meaning is that of pater¬ 
nal descent. Focusing on the father, the word reflects 
God’s purpose in establishing the headship of the 
husband and father. It also reflects the title that our 
God delights to apply to Himself when He speaks 
of Himself as Father. 

Through these terms and Scripture’s descriptions 
of healthy family life, we see the importance of com- 
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munication. In order for human beings to live 
together in close association as a family, they must 
share and transmit ideas, feelings, and thoughts. 
Perhaps a family’s health and strength is most readily 
assessed by observing the nature and degree of com¬ 
munication between family members. 

Difficulties in Family Communication 

In the Old Testament we see that proper and ade¬ 
quate family communication was vital to family life 
as God intended it to be (Deuteronomy 6; Psalms 
78, 127, 128). God's purpose for the Hebrew family 
required the important ingredients of a child’s life 
to take place within the family. This included life’s 
social and recreational dimensions, and that which 
we today would call general religious education. As 
these aspects of life took place within the family con¬ 
text, the Hebrew family became united. Values were 
passed on from generation to generation. 

In the typical Western world family today, 
however, the important dimensions of children’s lives 
usually take place outside the family circle. General 
education usually occurs at school. Many times 
parents are not even interested enough in the 
children’s education to help with homework, much 
less to keep in touch with teachers and become 
involved in school activities. 

Most religious or spiritual education also takes 
place outside the home. Most Christians 
acknowledge that if it were not for faithful Sunday 
school teachers, youth workers, and expository 
preaching at conferences, camps, and Bible schools, 
they would know very little about Scripture. I do 
not minimize or condemn these ministries, but men¬ 
tion them to show that most formal education in 
spiritual things takes place outside the home. In some 
cases, virtually all spiritual teaching is gained out¬ 
side the home. 

Even most social and recreational activities take 
place outside the home. We joke about the fact that 
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the average American family would self-destruct if 
required to ride 100 or 200 miles together in the same 
carl Many families do not even take vacations 
together! In contrast, some children happily ex¬ 
perience that home is the fun place to be—where 
friends and relatives are also invited to share in the 
fun. When most social and recreational activities go 
on outside the home, it is not surprising to find that 
the family is fragmented and that the children re¬ 
ject parental values. 

Proper, healthy communication results from 
(among other things) the quality and proper quan¬ 
tity of time spent together. We learned earlier that 
the first symptom of sin in the human race was a 
sense of embarrassment and distance between Adam 
and Eve. So close, healthy communication does not 
come easily. It takes proper effort, intent, and ex¬ 
posure to others to establish and maintain good 
family communication. 

The Rules of Family Communication 

Healthy family communication involves both 
values and norms. Our values are the standards and 
priorities that we openly speak of and express. Norms 
are the values and priorities that, although very real, 
are not openly expressed or commonly discussed. 
The way in which values and norms are held and 
enforced in the family’s life establishes the rules for 
family communication. 

All families have “rules” to help maintain the 
family system. These rules ensure a measure of 
regularity in how family members interact with one 
another. It is possible to evaluate family communica¬ 
tion by asking questions about these rules. Some 
of these questions are: “Who can talk to whom?” 
“What can they talk about?” “How and when can 
family members be alone or be with people who are 
not family?” “How can family members grow and 
change?” “How can family members show feelings 
such as hurt, love, and anger?” “How and when can 
family members express and respond to needs?” 
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The Key to Family Communication 

Consider the unhappy biographic sketch of the 
family life of Isaac and Rebekah (Genesis 27; 28). 
The relationship, which seemed to start so well 
(Genesis 24), later degenerated into a situation in 
which communication between husband and wife 
broke down. Each was playing a favorite son against 
the other. This breakdown in relationship nearly 
resulted in murder. What a vivid reminder that a 
good beginning does not ensure that all will go well! 
Each person must make continual and proper ef¬ 
forts to openly interact with other family members. 
This picture of the less-than-ideal family also reminds 
us of the destructiveness that both deception and 
the “silent treatment” cause. 

Personality is not static; it is dynamic. That 
means we are all constantly changing. Unlike mere 
objects such as those made of wood or steel, people 
are constantly influenced by internal and external 
factors that bring about change. 

A carefully made wooden object is the result of 
perfectly crafted and fitted parts. Once the various 
parts fit and are fastened together, it isn’t necessary 
to keep refitting them. The reason is, the dimensions 
of the wood do not significantly change; this 
illustrates a static relationship. 

A relationship between two people, however, is 
never like that. It is dynamic. You, for example, are 
not the same person you were five years ago. In fact, 
you are not exactly the same as you were five hours 
ago. When you realize this is not only true of you, 
but is also true of your spouse (if you are married), 
you can easily see that continual interaction is 
needed to keep your relationship fresh and on track. 

To illustrate, consider the relationship of a 
believer to the living God. Continual prayer, 
fellowship, study, and reading of God’s Word are fun¬ 
damental to the Christian life. One does not have 
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to be a murderer to have spiritual problems. All one 
needs to do is neglect prayer life or Scripture reading, 
and spiritual problems will result. 

It is the same in the marriage relationship. One 
does not need to commit adultery in order to have 
marital problems. Merely neglecting communication 
in the relationship can lead to serious problems. 

The husband/wife relationship is the key to the 
family atmosphere. Communication is the key to the 
husband/wife relationship. It is easy for a couple to 
be caught up in life’s pressures and neglect their own 
relationship, particularly if they have the responsi¬ 
bility of child rearing. Many times the events of daily 
life are the only subjects a husband and wife discuss. 
While it is necessary to talk about these matters, 
other vital issues must also be discussed in order to 
have adequate communication. Some of these issues 
include: 

(1) Priorities and the resulting use of time and energy. 
Such things as employment or business respon¬ 
sibilities need to be discussed. Special efforts need 
to be made if the husband and wife are not in¬ 
volved in the same sphere of employment or 
business activity. 

Social and recreational matters are important 
to discuss. Both the significance and influence 
of friends as well as the biblical responsibility of 
hospitality keep social matters in a relatively im¬ 
portant place. The necessity of a balanced life, 
including recreational activities, make the use of 
“spare time” a significant area of communication. 

Involvement in social groups and causes can 
be positive factors if adequate communication 
about these matters is a part of the couple’s 
discipline. Perhaps the most significant of these 
matters has to do with local church activities and 
the nature and degree of participation in church 
life that each individual and the family as a whole 
will have. Scripture makes it clear that this kind 
of fellowship is vital (Hebrews 10:24,25). 
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(2) Since the Scriptures teach us to be goal-oriented, 
we must communicate about our personal and shared 
goals. In the marriage relationship we do not give 
up our individuality. We have already noted that 
each person’s growth and development is a top 
concern to the living God. So it is unthinkable 
that we would consider family communication 
to be adequate without continual discussion in 
this area. However, marriage adds new dimen¬ 
sions of responsibility. The goals associated with 
those responsibilities are vital issues to discuss. 

(3) If one looks at the results of research relating to 
the breakdown of marriage and families, it is alarm¬ 
ing to see how high on the list financial matters ap¬ 
pear. We live in a cash-oriented society. Even 
though some may deplore concern about finances 
as mundane, discussion about personal and 
family finances is a necessary part of healthy com¬ 
munication. This communication involves discus¬ 
sion of the degrees to which individuals have 
understood and accepted a biblical perspective 
on finances. It also relates to the need of having 
an adequate financial plan. Finally, it involves 
the degree to which each individual is commit¬ 
ted to the plan and is using energy to work that 
plan out in a fair, honest way. Communication 
in these matters is vital. How tragic it is when 
something as mundane as money spoils 
something as sacred and beautiful as marriage! 

(4) The role of relatives and friends. We all have 
and need important people in our lives. In mar¬ 
riage we must continue to relate effectively to 
family (Ephesians 6:2) and friends. However, it 
is all too easy to find refuge in other people who 
seem to agree with us and our complaints rather 
than to work out the difficulties of a marriage 
relationship. The leaving and cleaving of Genesis 
2:24 leaves us with a clear conclusion that a mar¬ 
riage is in trouble if any other social relationship 
takes precedence over it. In fact, couples must be 
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cautious not to let theit parental responsibility 
and relationship with their children unduly 
distract them from the investments necessary to 
maintain a healthy marriage relationship. 

(5) Another matter that ought to have significant 
communication is the prayerful evaluation of the pro¬ 
cess of teaching and training children in God’s way. 
Parents do not always think alike on matters of 
discipline. Communication is essential to avoid 
working against each other to the detriment of 
the child. Since both parents become teachers 
(Proverbs 1:8), an effective “team teaching” effort 
would necessitate adequate communication. 

(6) It should also be noted that the sexual relation¬ 
ship between husband and wife also deserves and 
needs adequate communication. In certain ways, sex¬ 
ual intimacy is affected by every other dimension 
of married life and must be maintained to the 
satisfaction of both partners. Frustration or con¬ 
flict can develop in this delicate dimension of the 
relationship. The result is typically a spoiling of 
the meaningfulness of the sexual relationship or 
even the development of impotence or frigidity. 

Principles of Good Communication 

We will conclude this brief discussion on com¬ 
munication in marriage and family life by noting 
several prayer principles found in Scripture. These 
principles give us guidelines for good interpersonal 
communication. Each principle is followed by a key 
Scripture reference. Readers may want to search out 
additional biblical references for these principles. 
Consider how each principle relates to communica¬ 
tion with God as well as to communication between 
family members. 

(1) Healthy communication should go on con¬ 
tinuously (1 Thessalonians 5:17). 

(2) Healthy communication includes both listen¬ 
ing and speaking (Psalms 27:7; John 16:24). 
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(3) Healthy communication should be based on 
implicit trust (Philippians 4:19; Jude 24). 

(4) Healthy communication should be sincere 
and fervent (James 5:16). 

(5) Healthy communication must be built on the 
confidence that one will be understood and that 
there will be a willing response (Matthew 11:25-30; 
1 Peter 5:6-10). 

(6) Proper motives for communication are vital. 
Wrong motives cause problems in communica¬ 
tion and response (James 4:3,4; 1 John 3:19-22). 
Right motives bring positive response (Psalms 
139:23,24; 1 John 5:14,15). 

(7) Healthy communication should be carried 
out in a spirit of appreciation and thanks (Philip¬ 
pians 4:6; 1 Thessalonians 5:18). 

We must remind ourselves that proper com¬ 
munication between each family member is necessary 
for healthy family relationships. Professional 
counselors commonly say that communication pro¬ 
blems are basic to the breakdown of marriages and 
the tragic disruption of family relationships. Again 
we must look at the statement that our Lord Jesus 
made (Matthew 19:8) indicating that hardness of 
heart is at the root of marriage breakdown. May God 
give us a desire and a fervent willingness to properly 
and sincerely communicate with our family members. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER EIGHT 


1. Read the Song of Solomon. What type of communication 
takes place between the bride and the groom? Be specific. 


2. Turn to the first pages of the chapter that explain the words 
that mean “family.” Study their meanings and discuss what 
those meanings communicate about what the family should 
be. Whenever possible, share personal examples from your 
own family. 


3. Discuss why it is so important for a child’s social, spiritual, 
and recreational needs to be met at home within the family 
unit, as well as outside the home? 
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4. Why is healthy communication between people so hard 
sometimes? 


Why does it take so much effort? Be specific. 


5. As you look back over the last several months, the last year, 
and the last five years, how have you changed? Be specific. 


Then discuss why continual interaction between spouses, 
and between friends, is so important to communication. 
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6. If you are married, what can you do to ensure that com¬ 
munication with your spouse and quality time together remain 
priorities? Be specific. 



If you are not married, substitute the word “close friends” 
for the word “spouse.” 
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9 

THE FAMILY’S 
RELATIONSHIP 
WITH OTHERS 


SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Genesis 12-50; 

Romans 12:9-21; 14:7-12; 

Ephesians 5:22-6:9; 

Colossians 3:18-4:1; 

1 Peter 4:9 

MEMORY VERSE: Romans 12:18,21 

LESSON SUMMARY' While a family needs quali¬ 
ty time together, there are a number of vital relationships 
with those outside the family that must be considered 
and cultivated. 


A lthough we occasionally read stories of in¬ 
dividuals like Robinson Crusoe who lived for 
an extended period of time in a lonely place, 
this is not the normal human experience. For most 
people, the realities of life include associating with 
many other human beings. Because of our society’s 
mobility, even people who live in rural areas are in 
contact with other people on many different occa¬ 
sions. Population trends indicate that this will be 
increasingly true. 

The Scriptures teach that man has always had a 
social need (Genesis 2:18). Even the earliest Scriptures 
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reveal much about how God’s people related to 
others. Consider, for example, the extensive 
biographies of the patriarchs’ families (Genesis 12 
through Genesis 50). Note the relationship dynamics 
within the families, and the extent to which the ac¬ 
tions of relatives, friends, and neighboring people 
in the community affected the families’ lives. 

Scripture also indicates that we not only need 
social relationships, but that God has given us a 
basic responsibility for those around us (Romans 
14:7-12). In full understanding of this fact, the 
Apostle Paul considered himself to be a debtor to 
others (Roman 1:14). 

Basic Scriptural Principles of Family Life 

In God’s purposes, our human responsibilities are 
not absent in family life, but are compounded. The 
same factors that are part of an individual’s healthy 
spiritual life also contribute to a family’s spiritual 
health. A healthy spiritual perspective for a family 
includes both the reality of personal salvation for 
each individual and a keen sense of obligation for 
a healthy relationship with and positive testimony 
toward others. 

In considering how the family relates to others, 
we must pay attention to Scripture’s focus on the 
immediate or nuclear family. While much is said 
about relationships with parents, aunts, uncles, and 
other relatives, the biblical emphasis indicates that 
a husband, wife, and their children make up the 
primary family unit. The foundation of the biblical 
emphasis on the nuclear family is found in the leav¬ 
ing and cleaving pattern for marriage found in 
Genesis 2:24. 

Although we continue to honor our parents 
(Ephesians 6:2) even as adults, the marriage relation¬ 
ship takes precedence over and is closer than any 
other. In God’s purpose, when a man and woman 
join their lives together before Him, they form a new 
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and separate unit of society. When either husband 
or wife fails to give priority to the spouse above all 
other human relationships, serious problems result. 

Relating to ln-Laws 

The command to honor one’s father and mother 
does not cease with marriage (Ephesians 6:2,3). 
Rather, in marriage, one assumes the responsibility 
to honor two sets of parents. 

Beginning with the earliest Scripture references 
to in-law relationships (Genesis 26:34,35; 27:46), we 
have clear evidence that relationships with relatives 
outside the immediate family may either be a bane 
or a blessing. God intends for His blessing to reach 
beyond the immediate family (Psalm 103:17,18) and 
it is beautiful to see this happen. For example, the 
Apostle Paul traces Timothy’s spiritual heritage 
beyond his immediate family (2 Timothy 1:5). In 
striking contrast, Scripture shows others who have 
experienced grievous in-law relationships (1 Samuel 
18:20,21). 

Those who study the dynamics of human rela¬ 
tionships point out that problems between related 
families often originate with the younger generation’s 
financial dependence or other demands on their 
parents. Sometimes the older generation creates 
problems by rejecting the son-in-law or daughter- 
in-law. Most often this rejection is related to pride. 
Since the Bible gives no option as to whether we 
will maintain respectful relationships, we would do 
well to apply the principle of Romans 12:18 to these 
larger family relationships. 

Families in the Church 

From the very beginning of this age, the Holy 
Spirit has been at work bringing those who believe 
in Christ together (Acts 2). This work involves a vital 
relationship of each individual who believes in Christ 
to the living God. It also involves the relationship 
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of believers together in the Body of Christ, which 
is His Church. While the true Church of our Lord 
Jesus Christ includes all believers everywhere (in 
earth or in heaven), local groups of believers have 
always met together in church fellowship. 

Jesus Christ does not intend for a Christian to 
have a lonely, freelance experience. Each believer 
needs Christian fellowship. Scripture clearly warns 
against wrong thinking or carelessness that can lead 
us to neglect frequent and healthy association with 
other believers (Hebrews 10:24-25). 

As we have already noted, what is true of the 
individual in spiritual things is also true of the family. 
Local churches are not just made up of individuals; 
they are made up of families. Qualifications for local 
church leadership (1 Timothy 3:2-5) are related to 
a man’s conduct in his family. The skills of local 
church leadership then, are learned in the context 
of family leadership. 

In fact, many of life’s important skills are learned 
in the family. Where else but in the family could 
one better learn to respect a fellow human being, 
share, show appreciation, forgive, understand, and 
love others? The family ought to be a dynamic 
workshop for the development of healthy attitudes 
and skills in human relationships. Many have said 
that the local church reflects the quality of the 
families that make up the church. If the families are 
socially and spiritually healthy, then the local church 
will enjoy a measure of spiritual and relational 
health. 

The local church needs families, and families need 
the local church. This is particularly true for specific 
aspects of human need, such as the strong adoles¬ 
cent need to identify with peers. If teenage children 
do not have healthy social relationships with 
likeminded young people in the local church, they 
may be headed for grievous and stormy years. Lack¬ 
ing healthy associations with Christian peers, young 
people are vulnerable to being involved with the 
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wrong crowd. Scripture says chat our choice of close 
relationships (1 Corinthians 15:33,34) affects our 
ethics and behavior. Making the right ethical and 
behavioral choices is one of life’s great responsibilities. 

The Family’s Testimony in the Community 

The Scriptures not only teach that we are in¬ 
fluenced by our social environment, but that we have 
a responsibility to influence our social environment 
(Romans 12:21). 

At the end of Genesis 13:7, we read, “Now the 
Canaanite and the Perizzite were dwelling then in 
the land.” At first glance, one could easily wonder 
why this statement is included here. Closer examina¬ 
tion, however, shows that a growing conflict existed 
between the herdsmen of Lot and the herdsmen of 
Abraham. This conflict was becoming so great that 
it was about to adversely affect the relationship be¬ 
tween Abraham and his nephew, Lot. 

Amid this potential strife between relatives, we 
are reminded that they lived in a pagan community. 
We also note that Abraham, sensing the danger of 
this impending conflict, took the initiative to work 
out the problem. No doubt his awareness of the 
testimony he and Lot had in their community was 
a significant factor in his decision. He and Lot were 
believers, and their relationship to the living God 
was to be a positive—not negative—testimony to the 
pagan community in which they lived. 

Not only do specific statements in Scripture in¬ 
dicate that the nature and health of family relation¬ 
ships will be noticed by the community (Proverbs 
31:23), but we also see that families should have a 
conscious commitment to serve Christ. The New 
Testament references to Aquila and Priscilla 
demonstrate this latter point. They not only served 
God in the context of their home, using hospitality 
for ministry and teaching, but moved from place to 
place to minister in specific, needy communities. 
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Ways in Which a Family Should Influence 
the Community 

Three aspects of biblical truth demonstrate that 
marriage and family relationships can and should 
have a positive influence on the surrounding 
community. 

First, consider the teaching of Ephesians 5:22-23. 
God’s purpose is for the relationship between hus¬ 
band and wife to reflect the beautiful relationship 
between Christ and His Church. The husband’s lov¬ 
ing headship and the wife’s submission are a vital 
part of this picture. This relationship is seen in the 
way a man not only loves, but “nourishes and 
cherishes” his wife (verse 29), as well as in the way 
a wife respects her husband (verse 33). This beautiful 
image is not only for God’s eyes (even though that 
may be the primary purpose), but is a lesson to all 
who see the relationship in action. 

A second way to demonstrate God’s purpose for 
the family’s impact on those outside the family is 
seen in biblical teaching on hospitality. Not only is 
hospitality a quality of God’s ideal man (1 Timothy 
3:2) and woman (Proverbs 31:20), but God’s people 
are urged to pursue hospitality (1 Peter 4:9). 

The word hospitality speaks of kindnesses shown 
to those outside the family by bringing them into 
the home and using the home as a place to minister 
to others. While it is true that a healthy family needs 
a certain amount of privacy and must do activities 
together to maintain close relationships, it is also 
clear that a family needs to reach out and touch 
other’s lives. 

Third, the family's collective reputation is recog¬ 
nized in the community. Whether through the bib¬ 
lical statement that even a child is known by his 
behavior (Proverbs 20:11) or the illustration of Jacob 
lamenting to his adult sons, “You have brought 
trouble on me, by making me odious among the in¬ 
habitants of the land” (Genesis 34:30), we readily 
see that each individual’s conduct in the community 


94 



reflects on the entire family. A man may be dis¬ 
qualified from leadership in the local church because 
of his children’s conduct (1 Timothy 3:4,5)- In First 
Samuel 1-4, we see that God judged a priest in Israel 
because of the misconduct of his adult sons. 

These examples reinforce the concept of the 
family unit. We are seen and identified with others 
as a family unit. This fact brings a regulating ele¬ 
ment into our conduct if we have a biblical 
perspective. 

Note that God does not always blame parents 
for a family’s failures. The Genesis record of 
Abraham and Sarah is a positive one overall. The 
Lord praises Abraham (Genesis 18) as a family man. 
Even though there were difficulties in his relation¬ 
ship with his wife, Sarah, they kept working out their 
problems. In the next generation, however, Isaac and 
his wife, Rebekah, let their relationship become 
hostile, even using their sons as weapons against each 
other. Note, however, that God never blamed 
Abraham and Sarah for the problems Isaac and 
Rebekah had. 

Conclusion 

We conclude, then, with a perspective of biblical 
balance. It is natural for phe family to be seen and 
treated as a unit. Thus, the conduct of one reflects 
on another—for bad or for good. However, we must 
be careful not to automatically assign guilt to others 
in the family. Scripture’s final comment regarding 
this is, “So then each one of us shall give account 
of himself to God” (Romans 14:12). 

Each believer is commissioned as an ambassador 
for Christ (2 Corinthians 5:20) and is under the 
Lord’s command and commission to carry the 
message of His saving grace to others (Acts 1:8). So 
believers must consider this responsibility within the 
context of their family responsibilities. For example, 
you may be the only believer in your family. First 
Corinthians 7:14 indicates that your presence in that 
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family has a sanctifying effect on the others. Your 
testimony and witness is a significant instrument in 
God’s hands. 

Those who are part of a family in which most 
or all are believers may want to reconsider the New 
Testament references to Aquila and Priscilla. Notice 
their commitment to actively serve Jesus Christ as 
a family—even moving intentionally into specific 
situations of need. 

God is a family God. It is not surprising to find 
Him working in and through families to accomplish 
His great purpose. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER NINE 


1. Why is it important for a man and woman to “leave” and 
“cleave,” as mentioned in Genesis 2:24? 


2. In what specific ways can we honor and obey our parents, 
even after we are married? 


3. List four examples, based on people you know, of the hurt 
that can take place when a spouse fails to give priority to the 
other spouse above all other human relationships. What could 
have been done in those situations to make the marriage 
stronger instead of weaker? 
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4. Why is Christian fellowship so important? List five reasons. 


5. How can a biblical family help its members learn healthy 
attitudes and skills in human relationships? 


6. Why, as we read in 1 Corinthians 15:33,34, is our choice of 
close relationships so important? 


Give some examples of people you know who have made 
right choices. 


Wrong choices. 


.ISHING 
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ESTAB 
PROPER 
DEPENDENCE 
AND GOALS 


SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Proverbs 6:6-11; 

Matthew 6:19-34; 21:22; 

Luke 18:1; 

Romans 12:12; 

1 Corinthians 7:5; 

Colossians 4:2; 

1 Timothy 6:6-19; 

2 Timothy 1:5 
1 Peter 3:7 

MEMORY VERSE: 1 Timothy 6:17,18 

LESSON SUMMARY: If you aim at nothing you 
are sure to hit it! To be a truly biblical family, you must 
set goals and consider them in all your decisions together. 


I n a world that seems to be unfriendly toward 
biblical patterns of marriage and family life, think¬ 
ing people are constantly aware of the fact that 
outside forces threaten to destroy the family struc¬ 
ture. Many family units are crumbling, causing great 
heartache. We must make certain that our 
dependence is focused in the right direction. We 
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cannot rely only on human and material matters 
to sustain this all-important relationship and institu¬ 
tion that God calls the family. 

Establishing a Proper Perspective on Money 

Many studies on why marriages and families 
break down show that money matters are either near 
or at the top of the list of causes. We live in a 
materialistic world. Although it is false to think we 
can live without concerns and pressures relating to 
money and material things, it is possible to find a 
biblical perspective on these matters. Such a perspec¬ 
tive will free us from undue and destructive anxieties. 

From reading Proverbs 6:6-11; Matthew 6:19-34; 
Romans 13; and 1 Timothy 6:6-19, we see that Scrip¬ 
ture’s teaching on finances is based on man’s nature 
and the biblical work ethic. God did not create man 
to be idle (Genesis 2:15). God desires us to be in¬ 
dustrious, doing honest work to provide for our own 
needs and to give to those who have need (Ephe¬ 
sians 4:28; 1 Thessalonians 4:11,12). In fact, the Scrip¬ 
tures go so far as to say that a person who won’t 
work shouldn’t eat (2 Thessalonians 3:6-15)! This 
sense of personal responsibility to contribute to socie¬ 
ty rather than being a burden to society is basic to 
biblical, financial values. 

Scripture passages that deal with finances show 
a remarkable balance in attitude toward money. The 
same Bible that warns against hoarding great wealth 
and being dependent on money also says, “Go to 
the ant, O sluggard” (Proverbs 6:6). The latter quota¬ 
tion indicates that having a valid concern for the 
future and being frugal in preparing for the future 
is biblical. 

Paul, in his statements to Timothy (1 Timothy 6), 
makes it clear that the crucial issue in money matters 
is our trust, confidence, and sense of values. Money 
can and should be used for God’s glory, caring for 
one’s family, and fulfilling personal responsibilities. 
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Love of money is also at the root of every form of 
evil. Our human nature is such that we are vulnerable 
to the desire for riches and an attitude of dependence 
on material things rather than on God. 

We also note that Scripture warns against un¬ 
necessary and excessive indebtedness (Romans 13:8). 
Scripture states that the borrower becomes a servant 
to the lender (Proverbs 22:7) and condemns gain¬ 
ing money through illegitimate means (Proverbs 
16:11). In spite of the attitudes that prevail in our 
world, the Scriptures teach that the quality of life 
is not related to the amount of money one has (Luke 
12:15). The Bible has many warnings, such as, “Better 
is a little with the fear of the Lord, / Than great 
treasure and turmoil with it. Better is a dish of 
vegetables where love is, / Than a fatted ox and 
hatred with it” (Proverbs 15:16,17). 

We should make several observations as we seek 
to apply these biblical principles to marriage and 
family life. Financial or money matters appear a fre¬ 
quent cause of family conflict. So couples entering 
marriage, as well as those who are married, will do 
well to spend adequate time discussing their attitudes 
toward possessions and finances. 

It is important for couples to cultivate a biblical 
perspective on these issues together. In the final 
analysis, proper attitudes toward possessions and 
proper values are far more important than the 
amount of money a family has. Therefore, it is 
necessary for married people to discipline themselves 
to talk about finances and ensure that the details 
of family finances are handled by mutual agreement 
and in complete understanding. 

Parents also have the responsibility to teach their 
children correct, biblical attitudes toward money and 
possessions. This is accomplished more by example 
than by precept. Ideally, both example and precept 
should be part of the consistent teaching to which 
children are exposed. Wise parents avoid extreme 
money attitudes. Parents’ anxiety, fretfulness, or 
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preoccupation with financial matters will affect their 
children’s perspective. Wise parents also avoid the 
pitfall of overindulging children with material things 
and money, which leads to the development of 
wrong attitudes. Remember, parents, what you give 
of yourself is far more important than the money 
or possessions you provide for your family. 

Families with a biblical life orientation will exer¬ 
cise caution in the matter of borrowing and in¬ 
debtedness. This includes the use of all forms of 
credit. Charge account indebtedness, with its exhor- 
bitant interest rates, has been the downfall of too 
many families. While credit can be used properly— 
and in one sense may be considered an extension 
of one’s reputation in the community—it is often 
made too easy. Falling behind in growing indebted¬ 
ness is an easy pitfall. Credit, like fire, is a kind ser¬ 
vant but a cruel master. In this area, husbands and 
wives need careful communication. They must con¬ 
stantly seek a biblical attitude toward material things 
and develop a clear sense of stewardship in using 
the family’s money. 

Exercising Dependence on God 
Through Prayer 

Problems related to finances come from wrongly 
placed dependence and priorities. Problems in a 
family’s prayer life reflect similar wrong thinking. The 
quote, “The family that prays together stays together,” 
is not from Scripture, but does cause us to think 
about the vital importance of prayer in family life. 

Scripture has much to say about prayer. For our 
study, however, we will focus on the following verses: 
Matthew 21:22; Luke 18:1; Romans 12:12; 1 Corin¬ 
thians 7:5; Colossians 4:2; and 1 Peter 3:7. Of course, 
students could enhance this study by surveying all 
that Scripture teaches about prayer. Note that prin¬ 
ciples and practices of prayer are the same and are 
equally important for families as well as for in¬ 
dividuals and local churches. 
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As we study the role of prayer in family life, let’s 
begin with the marriage relationship. Marriage is a 
matter of choice. Yet the person who desires to live 
biblically realizes the necessity of having God’s 
guidance when choosing a marriage partner. Prayer 
is an important vehicle for God to provide His leading. 

It is vital to remember that God is always 
available to lead those who are in right relationship 
to Him (Romans 8:14). Unfortunately, not all of us 
who have a right relationship with God are led. This 
is because it is too easy to overlook our necessary 
dependence on the living God for direction in every 
aspect of life. This tendency is clearly seen by our 
prayerlessness—even when facing life’s most impor¬ 
tant decisions. 

A conscious dependence on God as expressed 
through prayer is crucial to a healthy family life. This 
is true from the beginning steps of choosing a mar¬ 
riage partner, to the preparation for marriage, and 
right on through every aspect of family life. If you 
noted 1 Corinthians 7 carefully, you saw that at 
times a husband and wife will set aside special times 
to devote themselves to prayer. Note, too, the warn¬ 
ing of 1 Peter 3 that wrong attitudes toward one’s 
marriage partner may lead to hindrance in one’s 
prayer life! 

Certainly society’s threats against healthy, 
biblically-oriented marriage and family life should 
make thinking people aware of their need for God’s 
help and direction. We are to seek His help and direc¬ 
tion through prayer: individually, jointly as a mar¬ 
ried couple, and in family relationships. 

Teaching Children to Pray 

As we read 2 Timothy 1, we see that Paul traces 
Timothy’s faith to both his mother and grand¬ 
mother. We tend to view faith as a personal matter, 
but Paul sees a transmission of faith from one genera¬ 
tion to another. Although this passage does not 
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specifically mention prayer, what better way can 
parents and grandparents share their faith with their 
children or grandchildren than by teaching them to 
pray? 

The Scriptures make it clear that we need to learn 
how to pray (Luke 11:1), so one of the great respon¬ 
sibilities parents have is to teach their children the 
principles and practices of prayer. 

If you are married and have a family, ask yourself 
if your children would be surprised to find you in 
prayer. Have they been able to learn the deep joy 
of calling on God and receiving answers to prayer 
during the impressionable years of their lives? Are 
you giving your children both the precepts and ex¬ 
amples of biblical living that establish right values, 
priorities, and dependence on God? Are your prayers 
effective? Do you see answers to prayers, or are there 
hindrances to your prayers because things are not 
right in your relationship with your spouse? Do you 
have a living faith in the living God—specifically in 
His Son, Jesus Christ? Will that faith be transmit¬ 
ted to your children? 

Establishing Right Goals 

One of the best ways to summarize the positive 
teachings of Scripture regarding marriage and family 
that have been presented thus far is to suggest basic 
goals for marriage and family life. Unfortunately 
many people lack goals for their lives, thus they lack 
direction and positive progress. Yet God is a God 
Who sets goals; He plans His work and He works 
His plan (Ephesians 1:11). So we would be wise to 
learn to carefully and prayerfully set goals in life. 
Nowhere is this more important than in the sacred 
dimensions of life experienced in marriage and family. 

Goals are significant not because they may be 
written, but because individuals can define them and 
commit themselves to them. The following goals are 
suggested for your consideration, whether you are 
single or married, with or without children. 
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(1) To establish a deep, stable, mature relationship 
built on trust, love, mutual respect, and free com¬ 
munication (Ephesians 5:22,23; 1 Peter 3:7). 

Family structure and life have to do with rela¬ 
tionships. The family should be a sanctified 
workshop for learning and developing human 
relationships and discovering the wise, biblical 
ingredients that make relationships honorable 
and strong. Family life is important because it in¬ 
volves people; things and events are incidental. 

(2) To show to God and others something of the 
glorious relationship that exists between Christ and 
His Church (1 Corinthians 11:3; Ephesians 
5:22,23). 

A healthy marriage relationship is basic to a 
healthy family life. The family is the most basic 
building block of society (Genesis 2:24). The 
privilege of reflecting something as sacred as the 
beautiful relationship between Christ and His 
Church is a high and holy calling. This is God’s 
purpose for marriage, and only individuals who 
know Him through faith in Jesus Christ can enter 
into a relationship that will convey such a 
beautiful picture. 

We are saying, then, that married couples ought 
to accept as a goal for themselves that which God 
has established as His goal for marriage. In reflect¬ 
ing the relationship between Christ and His 
Church, a married couple will bring delight to 
God’s heart and teach an important lesson to 
others who may see the ingredients of that rela¬ 
tionship. In God’s order, everything has a “higher 
purpose.” This certainly includes marriage. 

(3) To establish a Christ-centered home, raising 
children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord 
(Ephesians 6:4; Deuteronomy 6:4-9). 

While not all marriages result in children being 
brought into this world, we assume that the normal 
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pattern for marriage involves children and family 
life. Scriptures teach that children are entrusted 
to parents; they are a heritage from God (Psalms 
127; 128). While we have considered many biblical 
expressions that instruct parents in their respon¬ 
sibilities to their children, bringing children up 
in the discipline and instruction of the Lord is 
the most important. Undisciplined children are 
a tragedy in God’s eyes. Children who are not 
instructed in God’s ways are a living indictment 
of parental failure and disobedience. Parents are 
to teach by precept and example, and thereby 
honor God and His Word in their homes. 

(4) To establish a united fellowship in the worship 
and service of the living God in the local church (Acts 
18:26; Hebrews 10:25). 

While the marriage relationship is the basic unit 
of society, and the family is God’s building block 
for human society, we do not live in a vacuum. 
We have a responsibility toward others. The 
healthy Christian experience is not one of isola¬ 
tion, but one of vital, meaningful fellowship with 
others who know and honor the Savior. Fellow¬ 
ship with others who honor Christ and His Word 
is absolutely essential for the spiritual health of 
families and individuals. We take the warning of 
Hebrews 10:24,25 to heart. 

(5) To establish a positive testimony (Matthew 
28:18-20; Acts 1:8). 

God’s program in human history is to reach 
people in their sin and save them by grace 
through Jesus Christ. This salvation involves a 
living relationship, established through faith in 
the Savior. It results in a dynamic relationship 
in which the believer’s life is continually 
transformed into the likeness of Christ. 

The Scriptures make it clear that God has chosen 
to use people to accomplish His great purpose. 
This purpose involves individuals, families, and 
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local churches. There are distinct ways in which 
families can touch the lives of others for the glory 
of Jesus Christ. God is pleased to work through 
the example of family love (John 13:35) in 
hospitality and in all family contact with the 
community. Jesus said to His followers, “ ‘You are 
the salt of the earth . . . You are the light of the 
world’ ” (Matthew 5:13,14). The pronouns here 
are plural, referring to our corporate testimony. 
Also note that the statements are statements of 
fact, not advice. We will impact the minds and 
lives of others. The real question is whether or 
not that impact will be for Christ. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER TEN 


1. Respond to the statement in Matthew 6:21: “Where your 
treasure is, there will your heart be also.” 


How does this statement apply to our establishing a proper 
perspective on money? 


2. In 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15, we learn that a person who won't 
work should not eat! How do you think this applies to our 
society today? 


3. Why does God say, in Luke 12:15, that our quality of life is 
not related to our possessions? Be specific. 


Have you seen this principle come true in your own life? 


4. In our culture it is easy to fall into the trap of acquiring 
possessions. Why? 
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Has that happened to you? 


How can a person escape the trap of materialism? 


In light of this, why should we gather treasure in heaven 
(Matthew 6:20)? 


5. How can we, with our busy schedules, be “devoted to prayer” 
(Romans 12:12; Colossians 4:2)? 


6. Discuss ways parents can teach their children how to pray 
(see Luke 11:1). 


Why is prayer so important to a child’s spiritual 
development? 


109 




11 

PROBLEMS IN 
MARRIAGE AND 
FAMILY LIFE 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

Genesis 13:14,19; 

Ezra 10:1,2; 

Jeremiah 3:1-10; 4; 5; 23:35-39; 

Ezekiel 16:20,21; 

Hosea 1-3; 

Malachi 2:13-17; 

Matthew 5:32; 19:3-12; 

Mark 10:11-12; 

Luke 16:18; 

Romans 7:2-3; 

1 Corinthians 7:39; 

2 Corinthians 6:14; 7:1 

MEMORY VERSE: 2 Corinthians 6:14,15 

LESSON SUMMARY: The first symptom of sin in 
the human race appeared in the husband/wife relation¬ 
ship. Only in the Scriptures do we find sure instruction 
for dealing with problems in marriage and family life. 


W e will now consider some problems in mar¬ 
riage and family life that are discussed in 
Scripture. Admittedly, many couples face 
problems that are not directly or specifically described 
in Scripture. Yet even these must be faced in an 
honest and biblical way by searching Scripture for 
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principles and examples that can be applied toward 
solutions. In this study we will focus on problems 
that are directly discussed in Scripture. The biblical 
solutions to these problems should establish a 
perspective in our hearts that will enable us to face 
all other difficulties and crises with a spirit of sub¬ 
mission to the authority of God’s Word and a will¬ 
ingness to follow biblical principles. 

The Unequal Yoke 

The biblical account of Lot and his family 
illustrates a number of negative factors relating to 
marriage and family life. One negative factor is that 
of the unequal yoke. 

God’s Word forbids a believer to enter into a mar¬ 
riage relationship with an unbeliever. Both the Old 
and New Testaments speak against this. Without ex¬ 
ception, the Scriptures give us a solemn warning 
from God against such marriages. To enter into an 
unequal yoke not only goes against Scripture’s clear 
instruction, but results in a marriage relationship 
that is inevitably less than God intends. We have 
already noted from Genesis 2:24 that God’s standard 
for marriage is for two to become one. A believer 
and an unbeliever may experience togetherness, but 
they can never experience oneness in every aspect 
of life since they cannot know oneness in that most 
crucial aspect of life—the spiritual. 

For a believer to enter into marriage with an 
unbeliever also violates the intended image of mar¬ 
riage as a reflection of the union between Christ and 
His Church (Ephesians 5). It is God’s purpose to 
delight in seeing that this vital relationship is 
displayed repeatedly on earth through Christian 
marriages. But this purpose is unfulfilled when a 
believer marries an unbeliever. It is not surprising, 
then, that Scripture gives us such a vivid, negative 
illustration of the unequal yoke between Lot and 
his wife. 
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Lot was not married when he separated from 
Abraham and moved toward Sodom. Lot apparently 
found his wife in Sodom. Possibly by the time of 
the events of Genesis 14, and certainly by the time 
of the events of Genesis 19, Lot had taken a wife. 
Since there is no record of her spiritual life, and since 
she died under God’s judgment for her unbelief 
(Genesis 19:26), it is natural to assume that she was 
not a believer. 

The story of Lot’s family is tragic. Even though 
Peter tells us (2 Peter 2:7,8) that Lot was righteous, 
his family life did not show righteousness. In the 
truest sense of the word, Lot lost his family in sin, 
unbelief, and tragedy. 

In summary, consider the clear statement of First 
Corinthians 7:39. Here we see that the believer may 
choose a marriage partner out of many, but the 
sphere of choice is restricted to those “only in the 
Lord.” 

God's Attitude Toward Unfaithfulness 

Even though most marriage ceremonies and vows 
include a promise of faithfulness to the marriage part¬ 
ner, unfaithfulness is a tragic blot in human history. 
In Jeremiah 3:1-10, we read God’s lament as He cries 
out in anguish over Israel’s unfaithfulness, which is 
likened to an unfaithful wife. We also see the tragedy 
of unfaithfulness in the family life of the prophet 
Hosea. 

Hosea married Gomer at God’s command. Each 
of the three children born to that marriage were 
given an unusual name that portrayed God’s specific 
dealings with the nation, Israel. However, Hosea’s 
wife left the home to have an adulterous affair (Hosea 
2). From that first sinful affair, she sank even lower 
into similar relationships. Eventually she dropped 
out of sight in the community. 

The striking part of this account is in Hosea 3, 
where God commanded Hosea to find his wife and 
bring her home again. In obedience to God, Hosea 
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searched for her. He eventually found her in the slave 
market. She had so degraded herself that she did 
not even bring the normal price of a slave. Hosea 
bought her for about half price. He brought her back 
into his home and told her that although the laws 
of marriage were not strong enough to keep her, the 
laws of slavery were. He then commanded her to 
remain in the home since she was his—both by mar¬ 
riage and by purchase. 

Through the Book of Hosea, we see that Hosea’s 
gracious and loving act illustrates God’s loving heart. 
Our God is a pardoning God. He glorifies Himself 
by offering free salvation to the sinner and free par¬ 
don to the erring believer. 

In considering the problem of unfaithfulness, 
some may have questions about the ingredient in 
the Law of Moses that required an adulterer or an 
adulteress to be stoned (Leviticus 20:10). Others may 
question another part of the Law that allowed a per¬ 
son to divorce a spouse who had acted shamefully 
(Deuteronomy 24). Although the Law allowed these 
actions, the Book of Hosea reveals God’s true heart. 
In it we see the love and grace that restored Gomer 
to her rightful home. 

Unfortunately, unfaithfulness in marriage does 
not always end as it did for Hosea and Gomer. Yet 
it is important for us to have the biblical perspec¬ 
tive of forgiveness. Without it, we fall prey to the 
human impulses of spite, hurt, and vindictiveness 
when we face the heartache of unfaithfulness. 

Unbiblical Attitudes Toward Children 

In order to have a valid basis for understanding 
the Scriptures that address this subject, we really 
need to understand the biblical view of human 
nature and God’s purpose for human beings. To gain 
this understanding, we should review all the Scrip¬ 
tures that speak of God’s image and likeness in man, 
God’s care for human beings (Psalms 8), and God’s 
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great investment to purchase human beings to 
Himself (1 Peter 1:18,19). It would also be valuable 
to quickly review Psalms 127 and 128, Ephesians 6, 
Colossians 3, and to carefully consider Matthew 
19:14. 

These are only a few of the biblical passages that 
teach that human life is very sacred and important 
to God. From the time of conception until the time 
God chooses to call an individual out of this life 
through death, the value and worth of each person 
is beyond measure. Scripture makes it clear that 
selfhood begins at conception (Job 3:3; Psalm 51:5; 
Song of Solomon 3:4; Luke 1:36). God’s dealings with 
unborn individuals indicates divine recognition of 
the personhood of the fetus (Genesis 25:21-24; Psalms 
139:13-16; Romans 9:11,12). 

In Scripture, we see the ultimate degradation of 
Israel revealed by the prophets’ repeated condemna¬ 
tion that they had shed “innocent blood” and caused 
their children “to pass through fire” (Jeremiah 4; 5; 
23:35-39). Note particularly Ezekiel 16:20,21. At the 
time Ezekiel spoke these words for the Lord, the peo¬ 
ple of Judah were sacrificing their newborn babies 
to pagan gods. The Lord clearly says that these 
children had been bom to Him. In verse 21, He calls 
them “my children.” 

Today, the dark idolatry of self (Roman 2:8) 
declares that in the interest of a woman’s control 
over her body, a fetus—an unborn person—may be 
killed. So countless unwanted children are destroyed 
through abortion. We must ask ourselves whether 
it is less heinous to abort a fetus and incinerate it 
as medical garbage than it is to throw newborn 
babies into the pagan fires of idolatry. 

Unfortunately, this tragic, negative attitude 
toward children is also expressed toward some 
children who are brought into this world. It is dif¬ 
ficult to deal with this attitude because many parents 
who have it deny or repress their rejective impulses. 
This attitude often is expressed through overprotection 
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or overindulgence. We see evidence of this attitude 
in the fact that it has become socially acceptable for 
couples to freely say they do not want to have 
children. They do not want their lifestyle to be 
hindered by parental responsibilities. 

Today a whole array of symptoms express an un- 
biblical attitude toward children. These symptoms 
include the obvious—some of the use of contracep¬ 
tives, fear of pregnancy, and abortion plans. Beyond 
these obvious symptoms, we see shame and depres¬ 
sion in pregnancy; couples who do not want 
children; parental neglect in abandoning children 
to “latchkey” lives; overt rejection; and hateful, 
violent actions toward children. In response, un¬ 
wanted children often show extremely aggressive or 
withdrawn life patterns, express feelings of inferiority, 
exhibit childhood depression, use childhood escape 
mechanisms, or even reject proper sex roles. 

In refreshing contrast to society’s prevalent at¬ 
titudes toward children, the Scriptures teach that 
children are very important to God. Biblically- 
oriented parents are to consider their children as a 
trust and heritage from God. The privilege of rais¬ 
ing a child for the glory of Christ is a great one! 
There is no other way in human experience to in¬ 
fluence the life of another person more profoundly 
than by being a parent. 

We see inspiring examples of proper parental roles 
in the biblical illustrations of loving, caring parents. 
These include such individuals as Hannah, whose 
life we read about in 1 Samuel. Her desire for a child 
and love for her child stand out vividly. We also see 
that our Lord loved children and attracted them to 
Himself (Matthew 19:14). Should not our desire to 
be like Christ extend to this area of life as well? Please 
carefully consider Mark 9:36,37. 

Divorce Violates God’s Standards 

The subject of divorce deserves far more atten¬ 
tion than we can give it in this brief study. As 
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background for this particular study, review basic 
teachings about the biblical nature of marriage. Also 
read Malachi 2:13-17; Matthew 5:32; 19:3-12; Mark 
10:11,12; Luke 16:18; Romans 7:2,3; and 1 Corin¬ 
thians 7:39. Notice that our Lord’s response to a 
question regarding divorce (Matthew 19:4-6) made 
no allowance for it. This is in perfect keeping with 
God’s attitude expressed in Malachi, “I hate divorce.” 

Many people have searched for and proclaimed 
that there are many loopholes in Scripture’s posi¬ 
tion against divorce. Our human need to interpret 
Scripture to suit ourselves is clearly seen in this 
delicate subject area. We must remember that even 
though divorce was allowed under the Law, it was 
never encouraged or recommended. In New Testa¬ 
ment teaching for the Church, there is absolutely 
no provision for divorce and no permission or recom¬ 
mendation for divorce. 

The Scriptures make it clear that a biblical mar¬ 
riage requires a sacred, lifelong covenant. To break 
that covenant is to sin against God. The Scriptures 
make it abundantly clear (1 Corinthians 10:13) that 
God will never place the believer in a position in 
which the best or only alternative is to sin. Having 
read the Scriptures on this subject, can you see why 
it is necessary to say that divorce, which God hates, 
is a sin against Him? 

Many Christians find themselves abandoned or 
divorced by a spouse against their wishes. The Scrip¬ 
tures offer abundant evidence for God’s mercy, and 
God makes a special point of magnifying His con¬ 
cern for the fatherless and widows (James 1:27). Sure¬ 
ly we can draw parallels of God’s mercy to children 
who have suffered the tragedy of family disruption 
through divorce, as well as to the parent who has 
unwillingly been abandoned or divorced. As God’s 
people, we must also reflect His merciful attitude. 

Some people take the position that since mar¬ 
riage lasts for life in God’s eyes, divorce is not really 
possible. They completely discount any legal action 
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to dissolve a marriage relationship and insist that 
in God’s view a person is still married to his or her 
former spouse, regardless of a legal divorce. 

In response to this position, we need to turn to 
Jesus’ words in Matthew 19:6. Jesus did not say that 
what God has joined together man cannot separate. 
(If this teaching were true, the Lord would most likely 
have made such a statement.) Rather, His solemn 
words of warning were, “ ‘What therefore God has 
joined together, let no man separate.’ ” Jesus does not 
deny that man can separate a marriage relationship, 
but He directly commands us not to do so. Although 
it is possible for human beings to break their 
marriages, doing so violates God’s intent for the 
marriage relationship. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER ELEVEN 


1. Why do some Christians go ahead and marry unbelievers, 
even though they know how strongly God forbids doing that? 
Be specific. 


2. What do you think it is about little children that attracted 
Jesus to them (Matthew 19:13)? 


Discuss the characteristics of young children, and relate 
them to the Christian faith. 


3. In light of abortion issues today, discuss Job 3:3; Psalms 
51:5; Luke 1:36. 
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What should we as Christians do to make the biblical 
perspectives known and respected. 


4. How do you think Christ would respond today to Christian 
couples who determine never to have children because of the 
expense? Explain your answer. 


5. Even though the Bible clearly condemns divorce, God also 
has compassion and mercy, and offers forgiveness. How 
should we respond to divorced people as the Body of Christ? 


120 


12 

RESOLVING 
DIFFICULT 
ISSUES RELATED 
TO MARRIAGE 
AND FAMILY 
LIFE _ 

SCRIPTURE READINGS: 

1 Corinthians 7 

MEMORY VERSE: 1 Corinthians 7:17,20 

LESSON SUMMARY: First century believers need¬ 
ed instruction in facing family-related problems. We learn 
to apply biblical principles in resolving family problems 
by considering apostolic teaching in 1 Corinthians 7. 


T o conclude this brief study on marriage and 
family life, we will look at the marriage and 
family problems the Apostle Paul discusses in 
1 Corinthians 7. Recognizing that some repetition 
of previous comments will occur, we will systema¬ 
tically and briefly consider the problems Paul 
addresses. 

Sexual Intimacy 

In 1 Corinthians 7:2-5, Paul deals with the 

delicate topic of sexual intimacy in marriage. This 
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discussion is based on a principle found throughout 
the New Testament—that of unselfish love for 
another. Paul is not describing a “50/50” relation¬ 
ship here, since such a relationship would result in 
a lifelong power struggle. Rather, he is describing 
a 0/100 relationship; zero percent for self and 100 
percent for the marriage partner. Although some 
psychologists and philosophers present 50/50 rela¬ 
tionships as ideal, Scripture does not. Even in the 
sexual relationship, Paul insists that the welfare of 
one’s spouse is to be of greatest importance. 

The Bible does not present sexual experience as 
mere “animal gratification.” It is an expression of in¬ 
timacy and love within a committed relationship. 
This expression is always directed toward the satisfac¬ 
tion of one’s marriage partner, not one’s self. A socie¬ 
ty that has an unbalanced view of sex cannot rise 
to the sacred level Paul presents, in which each part¬ 
ner seeks to meet the needs of his or her spouse. 

Note the important warning (verse 5) that sex 
must not become a manipulative tool or weapon. 
To withhold one’s self from a marriage partner is 
wrong except for certain conditions. These condi¬ 
tions involve the partners’ mutual agreement on a 
limited time of sexual abstinence in order to devote 
themselves to prayer. Paul clearly warns that 
abstinence for other reasons makes both the hus¬ 
band and wife vulnerable to temptation. 

Procreation is not even mentioned in Paul’s 
teaching on sexual intimacy. Although procreation 
is a basic and honorable part of God's purpose for 
marriage (see Genesis 1:28), 1 Corinthians 7 em¬ 
phasizes the positive, relational function of sexual 
intimacy. 

Separation—a Sanctified “Safety Valve” 

In 1 Corinthians 7:10-11, Paul addresses a unique 
situation. Note that in the preceeding passage as well 
as in the passage that immediately follows, Paul 
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carefully says that his teaching applies to either hus¬ 
band or wife. However, in verses 10 and 11, he ad¬ 
dresses only the wife. 

Actually, Paul is implying permission for a wife 
to separate from her husband. This is not a recom¬ 
mendation, but a concession that seems to be a safety 
valve for harmful and devastating situations. Paul 
carefully indicates that this recommendation does 
not mean divorce, or divorce with the intent of 
remarriage. In fact, if such a separation becomes 
necessary, he specifically commands that the wife 
remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. 

We need to examine why Paul specifically forbids 
the husband to send away his wife, but allows a wife 
to separate from her husband. As one studies severe 
marital problems, it is apparent that in a high per¬ 
centage of marriages where terrible trauma and 
physical danger occur, the wife and any children are 
almost always the ones who are threatened. So this 
concession allowing separation for the wife seems 
to reflect God’s mercy in dangerous or harmful 
situations. 

Sanctification for the Spouse and Family 

Another problem Paul addresses in this chapter 
has to do with situations in which a married per¬ 
son becomes a believer, yet his or her spouse is re¬ 
jecting the gospel message. No doubt situations such 
as this existed in the church at Corinth. Today 
similar situations exist. 

The essential issue Paul deals with here is the 
believer’s responsibility in such circumstances. Life 
can become miserable for a person who comes to 
Christ and still lives with an unsaved spouse and 
family. Human pity may cause us to encourage such 
a believer to leave the situation. However, the 
Apostle Paul’s answer is quite different. 

Paul’s clear instruction is that the new believer 
should stay in the home and make no threats to 
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leave. We should not be surprised at this teaching, 
for God’s Word teaches the permanence of marriage. 
Scripture never encourages a believer to take the 
inidative to end a marriage relationship. In this case, 
we see another way scriptural teaching honors the 
permanence and sanctity of marriage. 

After establishing the basic teaching, Paul goes 
on to explain the biblical basis for his instruction. 
He points out that the believer’s presence in the 
home, even though he or she may be the only 
believer, has a sanctifying effect on the believer’s 
spouse and children. In fact, Paul encourages a 
believer in such a situation to realize that his or her 
life may influence others in the family to trust Christ 
as Savior. 

Paul makes no attempt to minimize the heartache 
and difficulty a believer may experience in such a 
situation. However, the biblical goal is not the 
believer’s immediate ease and comfort, but the even¬ 
tual fulfillment of God’s purpose in the whole fami¬ 
ly. So we would do well to encourage fellow believers 
who face this situation to claim God’s promises and 
remain faithful to their spouses and families. These 
believers can live for the glory of Christ, even in dif¬ 
ficult situations. 

Paul then explains what the believer should do if 
the unsaved spouse insists on leaving (verse 15). 
Perhaps the unsaved spouse has concluded that the 
believer has become “a religious fanatic.” Or, the 
unbelieving spouse may come under the Holy Spirit’s 
conviction, and in the misery of that convicrion, 
threaten desertion. Whatever the reason, Paul’s instruc¬ 
tion to the believer is clear. He says that the marriage 
relationship is not a form of slavery and the believ¬ 
ing spouse is not enslaved or in servitude to the 
unbelieving spouse. Therefore the believer will have 
to let the unbeliever go if he or she insists on going. 

"To better understand this instruction, let’s look 
at slavery as it existed in the first-century. The slave 
had no legal right of existence apart from his or her 
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master. If a master ignored a slave or went his or 
her way, the slave had no alternative but to follow- 
begging and pleading for mercy, protection, and care. 
But marriage is not slavery. A believer is not bound 
to a position of servitude to an unbelieving spouse. 
So, if an unbelieving spouse wants to leave, the 
believer must let the spouse go. 

Note that this passage has nothing to do with 
the question of remarriage. Some have wrongfully 
compared this statement with that of 1 Corinthians 
7:39. Since the King James Version uses the word 
bound in both cases, one might come to such a con¬ 
clusion. However, the word bound in verse 39 is an 
entirely different word and does not relate to the 
subject of verse 14. The word in verse 14 that is 
translated bound in the King James Version refers to 
the bonds of slavery and servitude. 

A Basic Principle for Christian Living 

In verse 17 we read a significant statement, which 
in a sense is part of the basis for Paul’s teaching that 
a new believer should stay in a marriage relation¬ 
ship with an unbeliever. He explains that when a 
person becomes a Christian, he or she becomes a 
new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17). 
However, this does not mean that a new believer 
should suddenly discard all of life’s commitments and 
responsibilities. In fact, Paul teaches (verses 17-24) 
that new believers should remain where they were 
when they became believers. 

For instance, we do not necessarily have to get 
another job to live for Christ’s glory. We do not 
necessarily have to move to another neighborhood 
or change our names to live for Christ’s glory. We 
certainly do not have to change our marriage and 
home situation in order to live for Christ’s glory. 
Rather, Scripture teaches that believers should live 
for Christ’s glory in the life situations they were 
involved in when they became believers. 
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To illustrate this point, Paul uses the most extreme 
example possible in his society (verse 21). He says 
that even if you were a slave when you became a 
believer, you do not need to be freed in order to live 
for the glory of Christ. So he instructs the slave to 
be the very best slave possible and to honor Jesus 
Christ in his or her conduct as a slave. This does 
not mean that slavery is desirable, nor does it mean 
that slavery is pleasant. To avoid any misunderstand¬ 
ing, Paul also encourages a slave who has the valid 
option of becoming a free person to take that op¬ 
tion (verse 21). 

This principle is important for us to remember. 
It is easy to assume that in order to be growing, 
maturing, and useful followers of Christ, our cir¬ 
cumstances must change. However, Scripture offers 
no promise that God will change our circumstances. 
In fact, there is much evidence that God has allow¬ 
ed some of His choicest servants to live in very 
grievous and difficult situations (Hebrews 11:36-39). 

Although God has never promised to change our 
circumstances, He has determined to change us. His 
work in transforming believers from the likeness of 
Adam to the likeness of Christ is one of His major 
goals. He can accomplish this even through life’s 
most adverse circumstances. 

A study of other Scriptures indicates that some 
occupations or life situations may be inherently sin¬ 
ful, and therefore not suitable for believers. For ex¬ 
ample, a woman like Rahab must leave a life of pros¬ 
titution. But these situations do not negate the 
general principle that Paul explains here. 

Celibacy or Marriage? 

Against the background of our Lord’s teaching 
in Matthew 19:11,12, Paul approaches the subject of 
celibacy in 1 Corinthians 7:1,6-9. He says that re¬ 
maining unmarried is an honorable option for Chris¬ 
tians. Even though an unmarried person in Corinth 
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may have been looked down upon, Paul argues that 
remaining unmarried is honorable. He also indicates 
that this option is a gift from God, and that not 
everyone will be so gifted. 

The obvious implications of this teaching include 
the warning that we should not treat unmarried 
adults as inferior people or as individuals who have 
chosen an inferior way of life. Cruel jokes about un¬ 
married adults that are told among Christian 
people—and even from the pulpit—are not biblical¬ 
ly acceptable. Many of God’s choicest saints have 
remained unmarried, living honorable lives to God’s 
glory. 

Verse 9, however, indicates that God’s provision 
in marriage is for those who are not gifted with 
celibacy and who need marriage. Let us remember 
God’s original statement as He observed Adam in 
the garden: “It is not good for the man to be alone.” 
Although some people have the gift of remaining 
unmarried, most people need to marry and fulfill 
God’s purpose by doing so. 

In verses 25-38, the apostle deals with celibacy 
in greater depth by presenting spiritually significant 
options related to marriage and celibacy. To a casual 
observer, this section may appear to favor celibacy 
and contradict Scripture passages that indicate mar¬ 
riage is God’s purpose for most people. The Scrip¬ 
tures are not self-contradictory, however. We must 
understand this section in light of Paul’s qualifying 
statement (verse 26) that refers to a “present” or “im¬ 
pending distress.” 

Historians are not certain what Paul had in mind 
when writing this. Nevertheless, the statement 
applies to the entire section. Paul defends celibacy 
as an honorable option at the beginning of the 
chapter, and later appeals for celibacy as a preferable 
option in certain circumstances. These special cir¬ 
cumstances make this section of Scripture unique 
and worthy of careful study. 

Note that while Paul appeals for the advantages 
of remaining celibate under stressful conditions, he 
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consistently repeats the fact that marriage is 
honorable and not wrong. Furthermore, he in no 
way encourages married persons to abandon their 
marriage partners. Finally, he admits that the mar¬ 
ried person has to care about mundane things in 
the home and family setting, which are a necessary 
part of the marriage experience. 

Paul emphasizes the advantage of celibacy when 
stressful circumstances occur because a celibate per¬ 
son is relatively free from life’s routine, domestic 
chores. Although people today often expect unmar¬ 
ried adults to live rather self-centered lives, this is 
not what Paul teaches. In fact, he appeals to unmar¬ 
ried adults to use their extra energy and relative 
freedom to honor Christ by serving others. It is tragic 
when any believer—married or unmarried—becomes 
selfish. 

In extremely dangerous situations, married 
believers are vulnerable because of possible threats 
against their marriage partners or children. Natural¬ 
ly, an unmarried believer would not be as vulnerable 
in such situations. This is another illustration of the 
kinds of advantages Paul might have had in mind 
for many of the unmarried people in Corinth. 

Summary Instruction 

In the last two verses (39,40) of 1 Corinthians 
7, Paul summarizes a number of important principles 
that relate to marriage and family life. 

First, he restates the permanence and sanctity 
of the marriage relationship by saying, “A wife is 
bound as long as her husband lives.” Note that the 
word translated bound here simply means being tied 
to. It vividly describes the marriage relationship and, 
in fact, is a synonym for that relationship. 

Second, Paul only acknowledges release from the 
marriage commitment upon the spouse’s death. This 
is consistent with all New Testament Scripture, which 
insists on this degree of permanence in marriage 
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Third, Paul states that the physical death of a 
spouse completely dissolves the marriage relation¬ 
ship and leaves the widow or widower free to 
remarry. This concept is also taught in other Scrip¬ 
ture passages (Romans 7:2). 

We need to comment on two additional ideas 
presented in 1 Corinthians 7. First, Paul uses the 
illustration of a widow’s remarriage. He indicates that 
after her husband’s death, she is free to marry 
whomever she chooses. Marriage is a choice. Earlier, 
we noted that the marriage relationship as God in¬ 
tended it to be is far too sacred to be forced. It is 
also interesting to note that even in a culture in 
which families were heavily involved in arranging 
marriages, Paul emphasizes the woman’s freedom to 
choose. 

Second, the last phrase of this verse says that the 
sphere of the believer’s choice of marriage partners 
is limited. A believer is to marry only another 
believer. Believers are not free to choose outside of 
that sphere because God does not approve of an un¬ 
equal yoke. Within that sphere, believers have 
freedom to choose. 

Sometimes, when we instruct young people about 
marriage, we so emphasize that “out there in this 
big world there is only one Mr. or Miss Right” that 
they become anxious about finding that one per¬ 
son. Carried to its extreme, this teaching can create 
a very unhealthy basis for a marriage commitment. 
Frequently individuals who adopt the “only one right 
person” attitude assume that they have chosen the 
wrong person when troubles appear in their mar¬ 
riage relationship. The despair and despondency that 
result are overwhelming. It is important to remember 
that Scripture does not foster this potentially harm¬ 
ful teaching. 

So what is a truly biblical marriage relationship? 
The Scriptures present marriage as a relationship 
people enter into by conscious choice. The relation¬ 
ship then must be cultivated and built on the basis 
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of commitment and covenant. People who under¬ 
stand Scripture and enter into marriage in the 
biblical way choose to commit themselves to a 
lifelong, dynamic relationship. 

A biblical marriage doesn’t just happen. It is not 
simply a matter of chemistry or coincidence. The 
modern idea of “falling in love" is not a sufficient 
reason or foundation for marriage. Biblical marriage 
is the result of God’s blessing and direction in choice, 
commitment, and fidelity. The family finds its foun¬ 
dation and strength in the solidarity of a biblical 
marriage relationship. 

As you conclude this brief study, may your 
spiritual appetite be whetted for further studies in 
God’s Word. Above all, may God enable you to live 
with a conscience that is subject to the authority 
of Scripture. May we prove God’s faithfulness by 
obeying His Word in our marriages and family rela¬ 
tionships so that we may receive His blessing. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
CHAPTER TWELVE 


1. Why do you think sexual relations have become such a 
blatant, over-emphasized part of our culture? Explain your 
answer. 


How do you deal with sexual temptations? 


2. Why is sexual intimacy a tough subject to discuss in a group 
like this? Even in generalities? 


Evaluate what you might do, if you are married, to improve 
your sexual sensitivity to your spouse. 


3. What, in your own words, does it mean for a person to 
“become a new creation in Christ? (See 2 Corinthians 5:17)”. 
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4. In light of 2 Corinthians 5:17, discuss how a new Christian 
might relate to his/her family, job situation, and friends. 


What biblical principles apply to this situation? 


5. Share some times in which God has changed you rather 
than changed your difficult circumstances. 


What have you learned through those times? 


6. Why is it easy for some people to “look down on" unmar¬ 
ried people? 
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GOD'S BLUEPRINT FOR 
YOUR MARRIAGE 


Family life is important in every generation. The 
twentieth century has brought unbelievable stress 
on marriages and families. In this commentary you 
will gain some fresh insight into: 

• the biblical foundations for marriage and 
family life 

• the role of husband and wife in the home 

• the role of parents in child training and 
discipline 

• maintaining a spiritual climate in the home 

• establishing dependence and goals 

These and other relevant areas are addressed in this 
practical new commentary. You'll want to read it 
again and again. 
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